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This dissertation explores the shared and individual experiences of Saudi women
studying English as a Second Language (ESL) in the United States at an intensive English
language program prior to entering college and graduate programs. Saudi English language
learners (ELLs) face cultural communication practices that they would not encounter in their
home countries, most notably the use of the English language but also the integration of multiple
gender identities in a single institution. Often recognized by themselves and others as shy, Saudi
women bring their own cultural and educational needs and preferences to the classroom.
Understanding the needs of this population is imperative to their language proficiency and
intercultural competency in the ESL classroom and beyond.
This examination of linguistic, sociocultural, and feminist issues for Saudi learners in the
United States focuses on the intersection of many important ESL issues in order to advocate for
an engaging learning environment. An analysis of their general perceptions of self and their
experiences learning English reveals the approaches and methods that they find most beneficial
and suggests how to invite reticent learners into the linguistic space.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Introduction

International students enrich the academics and diversity of American higher education.
While they enhance the academic distinction of an institution, they also expose the community to
various cultural perspectives and provide opportunities for cultural exchange. As educational
institutions constantly evolve and as international student populations increase, colleges and
English language programs in the United States must work with international student populations
and address their particular learning needs.
International students’ daily lives undergo many discernible changes as they adapt to
American culture. Some modifications in lifestyle include adjusting to cultural behaviors,
integrating socially, and eating new cuisine. Non-native English speaking students and English
language learners (ELLs) may also experience some degree of difficulty in communication.
Regarding education, they may face unfamiliar types of assignments, teaching styles, and
academic expectations. While often eager to learn academically and culturally, they frequently
face personal barriers and competing responsibilities between learning, adjusting to the new
culture, and sometimes maintaining their family lives.
In this study, I consider these issues of acculturation in relation to language learning for
one particular population: Saudi women ELLs. While educational institutions should seek to
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address the needs of all their international students, this advancement is particularly urgent in the
case of Saudi women, who face perhaps the most striking and complex array of cultural
differences as they begin their studies in the United States. Despite strides in education, Saudi
women are recognized for living under restrictive practices. An integral part of Saudi society,
both in and out of the home, Saudi women are often limited in their communications due to the
restrictions against conversations between non-related men and women by Islamic law. While
they adhere to strict educational and cultural rules in Saudi Arabia, many Saudi women also
receive the opportunity to study abroad. The number of Saudi women studying in the United
States has increased significantly in recent years, and in 2013, women comprised around 24
percent of the more than 71,000 Saudis studying in the United States (LeBaron & Hausheer,
2013). As they develop their English skills in the United States, they face cultural
communication practices that they would not encounter in their home countries, most notably the
use of the English language but also the integration of multiple gender identities in a single
institution.
Recognizing the needs of this population is imperative to their language proficiency and
to their developing intercultural competency in the English as a second language (ESL)
classroom and beyond. However, educators frequently feel uncertain about the most effective
ways to approach and include Saudi women—who are often viewed as the most reticent
students. In this dissertation, I examine the shared and individual experiences of Saudi women
studying at an intensive English language program (IEP) in the United States prior to entering
college and graduate programs. In exploring the experiences of these learners, I also examine
issues of identity, particularly individual positioning, and language learning, specifically with
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regard to classroom participation and engagement. Davies and Harré (1999) define positioning as
“the discursive process whereby people are located in conversations as observably and
subjectively coherent participants in jointly produced storylines” (p. 37). While I consider how
these learners locate and present themselves in conversations, I also investigate how they
navigate their various identities through attitudes and behaviors in relation to language learning.
Furthermore, I consider the ways culture and learner advocacy will engage them in the linguistic
space of the ESL classroom to promote language learning and intercultural competency.

Scholarship

This study is grounded in scholarship related to sociocultural theory and sociolinguistics;
identity and positioning; feminism, postcolonialism, and Saudi/Muslim women; and study
abroad/international students, second language acquisition (SLA), and English as a second
language/English as a foreign language (ESL/EFL) pedagogy. While sociocultural theory
indicates that learning is a social process, sociolinguistics explores the associations between
social contexts and linguistic factors. In recognizing the connections between language, culture,
and identity, several scholars, including Al Harthi (2014), Gee (2012), Hawkins and Norton
(2009), Jaidev (2011), Norton (2000), Pennycook (2001), and Toohey (2000), argue that
language teachers are in a position to strive for educational change. For example, Hawkins and
Norton highlight ways to encourage social action through critical pedagogy. Several SLA
scholars investigate identity with special attention to education and language learning. They
point to the importance of avoiding the perpetuation of stereotypes and the value in recognizing
and employing the multiplicities of human experiences.
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Feminists seek to promote equality and to understand the actual experiences of women,
while postcolonial scholars deepen Western feminist theory by discouraging ethnocentrism and
by encouraging culturally appropriate and sensitive efforts. Feminist scholars, such as Kirsch and
Ritchie (2003), Oakley (1997), and Reinharz and Davidman (1992), aim to provide accurate
representations of people and to promote constructive change, while postcolonial feminists, such
as Mestry and Schmidt (2012), Mohanty (2003), and Odeh (1993), also discourage the
approaches of Western society that resist opportunities for valuable cultural exchange. Much
research on study abroad and international students investigates issues relevant to the ESL
classroom. Some scholars, including Julé (2004) and Mahony (1985), interrogate the
complications within the “linguistic space” of the classroom, noting disproportional classroom
conversational turns between males and females. Morgan (1998) and Norton and Pavlenko
(2004) highlight the complicated dynamics of the classroom and recognize features such as
gender, ethnicity, and cultural value in relation to learning. Much of the scholarship I review
focuses primarily on studies applicable to Saudi women ELLs’ positionings and on pedagogical
implications for the ESL classroom. I provide multiple lenses to view language learning
experiences, in general, and, in particular, for Saudi women.

Research Questions

I designed my research questions to connect with Saudi women ELLs, often
characterized as the most reticent in their classes, and to understand their experiences. I
anticipated learning about how to most effectively reach them and encourage their participation
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in the classroom. More broadly, I sought strategies to foster an inclusive and engaging classroom
and to promote intercultural competency.
The following questions guided my study and set the foundation for data collection and
analysis:
1. In what ways do Saudi women’s positionings affect their approaches to language
learning?
a. What is the relationship between identity and classroom engagement?
b. What attitudes and strategies do learners employ, and are they effective for their
language learning endeavors?
2. What are specific considerations regarding Saudi women for the ESL classroom?
a. In what ways, if any, do learners believe gender affects collaboration with their
teacher and/or classmates?
b. In what ways, if any, do learners believe gender influences language learning?
c. What do learners believe are specific considerations and practices, if any, that
English teachers can employ to effectively teach Saudi women as individuals and
as a group?

Method

I have implemented a methodology drawing on educational, gender, and cultural factors
and, more specifically, on the responses of Saudi women to questions about their identities and
English language learning. Conversing with these women provided various perspectives and
interpretations for this project that were supplemented with observations and literature on
relevant topics. Through eight months of data collection, using classroom observations, a focus
group, interviews, and a longitudinal study, I was able to develop strong interpersonal
relationships with my participants, allowing me insights into the lived experiences of five
women. While I observed classes in their entirety, outside of class time, I listened to the personal
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stories and viewpoints of Saudi women to gain a better understanding of their perceptions of
themselves and their language learning endeavors.

Discussion

I have chosen to discuss my results using two broad themes: positionality and English
language learning. I explore the remarkable ways in which Saudi women ELLs perceive and
position themselves. In so doing, I take into consideration the cultural, religious, and personal
features of their identities. With themes of stereotypes proving prevalent in the conversations and
in the lives of the learners, I examine the participants’ responses to the prejudice that they face as
Saudi/Muslim women. Furthermore, I examine the roles of the participants and myself as
researcher in our collaborations. Taking a different perspective, I also discuss the ways in which
themes that emerged from our conversations, including confidence and cultural adaptation,
extend to language learning. I include information about the Saudi educational background
before examining participants’ individual learning strategies and their experiences of classroom
engagement and participation. In finding that Saudi women often experience inhibited learning
due to shyness and limited participation, I conduct a thorough examination of reticence and
strive to elicit strategies to invite all students into the linguistic space. Ultimately, the outcomes
of my research show how gender and culture affect interaction in the classroom, and I offer a
way to incorporate a careful revisioning of feminist and multicultural perspectives to engage
learners while fostering a shared linguistic space and intercultural competency.
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Significance of the Study

This work highlights how the ESL classroom is an especially important place to consider
the cultural and educational needs and preferences of one particular population, Saudi women
ELLs. My work is timely and compelling; the personal experiences of participants illustrate
bravery and strength as Saudi Muslim women live and study in a new country despite initial
language barriers and the cultural biases they face. Saudi women often arrive in the United States
recognizing they must prove they are neither passive subordinates nor threats; they enter the
United States to learn English, join in academic discussions, and bridge connections between
cultures.

Outline of the Study

This work is divided into six chapters: Introduction, Review of the Literature,
Methodology, two Results and Discussion chapters, and Conclusion. In Chapter 2, I review
scholarship that speaks to sociocultural theory and sociolinguistics; identity and positioning;
feminism, postcolonialism, and Saudi/Muslim Women; and study abroad/international students,
SLA, and ESL/EFL pedagogy. I focus on the ways in which the above research applies to Saudi
women in the ESL classroom. More broadly, I illustrate how these examinations promote social
justice and intercultural competency. In Chapter 3, I present the data collection and analysis
procedures of my study. I include the research questions and accounts of my access to the
population and confidentiality. I also provide the rationale for my multi-source data collection
process, the demographic information of participants, and a thorough description of my research.
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The Results and Discussion portion is organized in the following chapters: Positionality
in Chapter 4 and English Language Learning in Chapter 5. The themes that emerged from the
conversations about learners’ perceptions of identity and positioning, including confidence and
cultural adaptation, extend to language learning, especially regarding participation, study, time
management, and communication with teachers. In the final chapter, I reflect on my research
questions, aligning the results with my original queries. I return to discussions of identity and
positioning as well as English language learning, engagement, and linguistic space. I also
consider how limitations to my methodology may affect the outcomes, and then I offer
suggestions for future research. I close this work with my reflections on what the participants
learned besides English and my optimistic outlook on this study’s contributions to academics,
English language learning, and the appeal for intercultural competency.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
“If they are in a language learning classroom, why are they rarely speaking?”—Allyson Julé

Introduction

The motivations for this study are, specifically, to connect with Saudi women English
language learners (ELLs)—often characterized as most reticent—and, more broadly, to foster an
inclusive and engaging classroom and to promote intercultural competency. The relationship
between personal identity, positionality, and language learning drives this investigation.
Focusing primarily on studies applicable to Saudi women’s positionings and to pedagogical
implications for the English as a second language (ESL) classroom, in this chapter, I explore a
variety of relevant themes, research trends, and theories that contribute to the fields of second
language acquisition (SLA) and teaching English as a second or foreign language (ESL/EFL)
and that address essential issues of gender and culture. I draw from scholarship related to (a)
sociocultural theory and sociolinguistics, (b) identity and positioning, (c) feminism,
postcolonialism, and Saudi/Muslim women, and (d) study abroad/international students, second
language acquisition, and ESL/EFL pedagogy. The selected works provide foundational and
theoretical examinations and promote social justice and understanding. Together, these sources
generate broad dialogues about current and future directions for the ESL classroom.
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Sociocultural Theory and Sociolinguistics

Sociocultural theory designates learning as a social process, and sociolinguistic scholars
examine the relationship between linguistic factors and social contexts and include effects on
SLA, bilingualism, community formation, and learner identity. These works are applicable to the
ESL classroom because community affects learning, and because the special context of the ESL
classroom produces opportunities for critical thinking, social action, and educational change.
Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory (SCT) of human learning considers social
interaction to be a fundamental component of learning. He argues that society produces
“meaning” and affects cognition. His Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) defines the
difference between what a child may achieve independently and what a child may achieve during
or after interaction with a skilled partner. Employing psychology, cognition, and education, his
theory is certainly pertinent to scholarship on language learning. Lantolf, Thorne, and Poehner
(2015) promote the application of SCT to ESL studies, arguing that learners will benefit from
receiving classroom instruction that acknowledges the ZPD as well as from speaking the
language socially outside of the classroom.
Swain, Kinnear, and Steinman (2015) apply SCT to second language education through
learner, teacher, and researcher narratives. Ultimately, through narratives, they demonstrate how
SCT coincides with meaning-making and enriches SLA. The authors argue that narratives track
process and development (both for learners and teachers) and are sites of development
themselves—as they are scripts that require imagination and growth. The stories told may remain
in the memory while disconnected pieces of information are forgotten; teachers and learners can
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gain and share valuable information as they discover meaning through narrative. This work
provides important considerations about narrative and its role in learner progress.
Emphasizing the need for critical applied linguistics to proceed beyond pinpointing
correlations between language and society, Pennycook (2001) investigates the role of power in
the teaching and learning of language. He insists that “everything we use in class is laden with
meanings from outside and interpretations from inside. And these meanings and interpretations
occur amid the complex cultural politics of the classroom” (p. 114). In the same vein, Duff and
Talmy (2011) consider how language develops social, cultural, and ideological knowledge.
Specifically, they point to the mutuality of socialization and to issues of power and inequality.
Importantly, the ESL environment holds the potential to foster these other types of knowledge
along with linguistic development. This growth can be affected through learner-learner
interactions, teacher-learner interactions, and whole group interactions. Using SCT to examine
teachers delivering lessons and teacher-trainers introducing teaching methods, Fagan (2008)
agrees that teachers should consider their students’ backgrounds, identities, and specific contexts
for classroom activities but argues that the same should be true for student teachers who are in
teacher education.
Gee (2012) asserts that to appreciate language in its social context, we need to focus on
Discourses1. Per Gee, everyone is a member of many discourses, which are not always consistent
or compatible, and each discourse represents one of our multiple identities. He argues that we
have a moral obligation to look at the history of discourses and language learning and that we
1

Gee intentionally capitalizes Discourses to distinguish them as larger scope discourses rather
than individual ones. Discourses are ways of behaving, interacting, valuing, thinking, believing,
speaking, reading, and writing. While I appreciate his distinction, for the ease of reading, I
refrain from capitalizing the word after the initial use.
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should learn about others’ values and question our own assumptions. He insists that language is
inextricably bound up with ideology and cannot be analyzed or understood apart from it.
Reasoning that no discourse is more or less valuable than others, Gee makes the linguistic
observation:
However, since non-standard dialects are freer to change on the basis of the human
child’s linguistic and cognitive systems, non-standard dialects are, in a sense, often “more
logical” or “more elegant” from a linguistic point of view. That is, they are “more
logical” or “more elegant” from the viewpoint of what is typical across languages or from
the viewpoint of what seems to be the basic design of the human linguistic system. (p. 14)
Education, he argues, should be about people reflecting on and critiquing the discourse maps of
society and the world, and we ought to allow students to juxtapose diverse discourses so that
they can understand them at a meta-level through a more encompassing language of reflection.
By exploring the discourse narratives of a specific population, I hope to gain an understanding of
their perceptions of themselves in relation to their communities.
In their discussion of the role of a critical approach to SLA, Hawkins and Norton (2009)
insist that the “concept of ‘critical’ is especially salient for language teachers” (p. 32).
Recognizing the connections between language, culture, and identity, they argue that language
teachers are in a crucial position to deal with inequality. The authors distinguish critical
pedagogy as encompassing equality, encouraging social action, and reaching toward educational
change—qualities of great import in all classrooms but especially in the ESL classroom.

Identity and Positioning

Several scholars conduct sociocultural investigations with close attention to identity as an
especially important concern in SLA. Norton (2000) asserts that SLA theorists have not
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adequately interrogated the relationship between the language learner and society. By developing
a comprehensive conception of identity that integrates the learner and the language learning
context, the field will better address learners’ experiences of power and investment. Norton and
McKinney (2011) emphasize that identities are socially constructed, inequitable in power
relations, multiple—coexisting in contradictory ways within one individual and changing over
time and space. They define investment as what the learner envisions putting into and gaining
from SLA situations, and they include the concept of imagined communities, groups that the
learner can envision joining, in relation to SLA. They argue that neglecting issues of identity and
power will fail to generate an adequate understanding of SLA. Norton and Toohey (2011) assert
that future identity research should promote “more equitable and agentive language teaching and
learning practices and environments” (p. 437). Toohey (2000) highlights the necessity to
recognize the multiplicities of human experiences rather than relying on stereotypes. With a
focus on cultural constructions of gender as determinants of power relations, Toohey examines
complex positionings in relation to SLA. Issues of access and community practices are
prominent in these constructions of identity and should be taken into consideration by ESL
researchers and educators.
Lee and Anderson (2009) examine various conceptions and processes of identity
formation. They include angles of confluence, which they define as “where people and their
learning converge . . . through various overlapping processes” (p. 203). They anticipate that
further research on identity negotiation and everyday school situations will lead to improved
analytical frameworks. Their research serves as a promising foundation for the development of
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educational models that value difference not as a risk but as a resource—an outlook essential for
the fruitful ESL classroom.
In his discussion of identity in study abroad contexts, Block (2007) writes about
American students studying abroad, noting how issues such as experiences of sexual harassment,
constructions of femininity in the host culture, and enhanced national identity affect learners’
personal identities and language learning experiences. Importantly, Block broadens notions of
identity, highlighting concerns specific to students studying abroad and applicable to
international students. In a similar vein, Giroir (2011) presents ways adult ESL learners negotiate
their senses of belonging in an intensive English program. By analyzing participants’ accounts of
their processes of language socialization in new social communities, she illustrates the ways that
these learners constructed migrant identities that were extensive as well as limiting, such as in
learners’ community engagement; she reveals how learners’ participation in new social
communities transforms their self-concept, agency, and social positioning.
Sociological studies explore positioning and identity in ways that are useful for SLA
research, as well. Snow and Anderson (1987) focus on the use of “distancing,” “embracement,”
and “fictive storytelling” to generate dignity and self-worth for marginalized members of society
(p. 1336). The authors examine the relationships between identity construction, social identity,
and self-concept in the lives of homeless people. Clearly, issues of distancing and self-esteem are
crucial issues in ESL contexts as language learners are also potentially marginalized members of
their communities and are subject to similar kinds of social barriers. These matters may be
particularly pertinent for populations such as the one in this study whose cultural “differences”
may be subject to increased distancing via popular discourse.
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Paying special attention to education and language learning, Yoon (2012) implements
positioning theory and negotiated identities to argue that, while the emphasis on the needs and
challenges of immigrant students provides insight into school improvement, it also leads
educators and policymakers to view these students as problematic. Yoon finds that this
assumption decreases students’ academic success in middle school and high school. As the
researcher and the mother of the participants, Yoon studies the voices of her children, providing
her longitudinal and in-depth insights of the two immigrant adolescent students. She delivers
perspectives on success and provides a new way to discuss the education of immigrant students.
De Costa (2011) uses positioning theory to illustrate the experience of one Korean
woman in the United States. In exploring her attempts to gain membership in her imagined
cosmopolitan community, De Costa notes that little scholarship focuses on cosmopolitan, or
seemingly advantaged, ELLs. Specifically, the author relates notions of community recognition
to SLA, which reflects the issues of identity, imagined communities, and language learning
discussed in Norton and McKinney’s (2011) work. This perspective is especially applicable to
the Saudi women in my study because of their similarly elevated social statuses along with the
prevalence of issues of identity and community connections in their language learning and lives.
Recently, scholars have investigated connections between community and SLA in the
context of Saudi and Muslim learners. Al Harthi (2014), who investigates Muslim women ELLs
in Saudi Arabia, points out that the first language, the target language, and the culture may clash.
Al Harthi explores factors that affect students’ attitudes toward their future selves and speakers
of English. Imagined communities, possible selves, and investment combine to form positive
motivation towards language learning as a type of social interaction. This work is valuable to
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discerning the role of investment, particularly in imagined linguistic communities, in the
promotion of language learning. This research also resonates with the identity theory work of
Norton and McKinney (2011) and De Costa (2011) and makes a case for an environment that
integrates components of learner identities and imaginations.
Examining the narratives of an Arab Muslim woman in Canada, Hamdan (2012)
investigates how Fadwa, a graduate student pursuing her Master of Arts degree, negotiates
gender construction alongside a complex understanding of religion. Rejecting the simplistic and
negative portrayals of Muslim women, the author discusses Fadwa’s experiences and reflections,
revealing religion, for Fadwa, as sometimes restrictive and at other times strengthening and
comforting. This study is an exemplar in recognizing the valuable voice of a Muslim woman
despite common stereotypes that assert Muslim women’s voices are silenced.
Two recent studies specifically focus on the construction and negotiation of identity by
Saudi students. Barnawi (2009) examines the identity negotiations of two Saudi first-year
graduate students. After examining their challenges in participating and becoming classroom
community members, the author concludes that international students’ socialization is a
conflictual process involving identity construction and deconstruction. Jaidev (2011) discusses
how three Saudi students studying English in Singapore sought to overcome their own negative
social identities (that stemmed from their frustration with their lack of language and lower social
placement in the host country) by using strategies to build confidence and to communicate in
English. Jaidev concludes that their previous identities influenced their investment in acquiring
English as well as their identities in Singapore, illustrating the relationship between social
success in the host culture and SLA. Also notable is the attention to the endurance of social
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identities established in Saudi Arabia prior to studying internationally and the effects on
language learning. These scholars’ research points to the need for educators to take into account
students’ roles in interaction and to help bridge gaps between Saudi students and their host
cultures.

Feminism, Postcolonialism, and Saudi/Muslim Women

In its pursuit of equality, feminist scholarship explores issues such as the appropriation of
voices, communicating with and on behalf of others, and social change. The following studies
offer strategies for personal reflection, recognizing privilege and addressing biases. Furthermore,
paying special attention to cultural understanding, these scholars promote research that validates
women’s lived experiences.
Sheridan-Rabideau (2003) provides excellent questions to ask ourselves as researchers,
teachers, and feminists:
What, for example, are the implications of adopting certain theories or methodologies for
our students and ourselves? What obligations do we have in speaking for and with
others? What forces shape the rhetorical ability to name “others” in the classroom? To
locate ourselves in our research? (p. 75)
Questions such as “How can different feminisms help students and ourselves methodologically
and theoretically challenge dominant systems of representation?” (p. 75) are valuable to feminist
research and may help scholars in self-reflection. Ultimately, I reflect on how systems of
representation may affect the women I spoke with and their learning.
Kirsch and Ritchie (2003) address questions about locating self by presenting Ritchie’s
experience with two women students from Malaysia and China. Ritchie invited them to write
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with her in order to avoid speaking for them and appropriating their experiences for her own
purposes. She acknowledges:
I discovered that we still faced many difficult decisions because of the complexity and
multiplicity of each of our identities and motivations, most obviously because of our
cultural differences, because of the complex power relations between students and
professor, and because of the constraints of academic writing. (p. 144)
The authors advise researchers to locate the experiences of others, while also recognizing the
unfeasibility of completely understanding those experiences—and this advice suggests involving
participants in the interpretations and descriptions of their messages. Broadly, this attention
should lead to inquiries about how scholars should ask and answer research questions and how
they should shape research agendas. Using Kirsch and Ritchie’s research as a model, I sought to
carefully collaborate with participants in order to maintain their messages and purposes.
Oakley (1997) uncovers the methodological problems she encountered during her study
on motherhood; she reveals a predicament with prescribed traditional interview methods and
discusses her own experiences interviewing women. Oakley argues that the traditional interview
(as a one-way process that objectifies respondents and restricts meaning) neglects the feminist
goal of validating women’s experiences. Using the questions that her respondents asked her, she
illustrates an approach of appreciating participants’ questions and giving women greater
visibility in order to better attend to feminist ideals and to recognize participants’ objectives.
Reinharz and Davidman (1992) argue that feminist work must be linked to action, and
they offer several suggestions such as contributing to knowledge, raising awareness, promoting
the wellbeing of women, and rectifying social problems. Ultimately, they determine that because
feminism is, by definition, change-oriented, all feminist research has action components. They
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urge researchers to conclude their work with directions for readers about how to use the findings
to advance social change.
The complicated relationships between individuals and dominant groups resulting from
the intersection of gender, race, and class are discussed by Lin et al. (2004). With reference to
the ESL teaching field’s neglect of women faculty of color, they state:
[Colleges and universities] have shown little interest in analyzing how institutions have
marginalized women faculty of color working in TESOL [teaching English to speakers of
other languages] and related literacy education fields. The dearth of published research
on women faculty of color suggests that the field has largely ignored us. However, our
sharing of experiences reveals consistent hierarchical patterns across different
institutional contexts that require feminist theorizing to attend to issues not only of
gender but also of race and class. Additionally, in the fields of TESOL and literacy
education, issues of nonnative English-speaking professionals, speakers of World
Englishes, African-American English and various pidgin and creole speakers must be
addressed. Discursive practices of gender, class, and race must be connected to histories
of conquest, slavery, and colonialism. (p. 488)
Most importantly, they call for attention to building a greater community of researchers to
practice what they teach by promoting ways of teaching and learning English that value
diversity, advocate for social justice, and develop intercultural understanding.
Naples (2003) discusses the relationship between the researcher and the person or group
being researched. She explains how relationships are negotiated and renegotiated during the
research process through everyday conversations and interactive activities. She adopts Harding’s
(1986) feminist standpoint theory by locating existing knowledge in women’s experiences.
Naples also considers a materialist feminist analysis that addresses struggles for power and
resources. She shares her strategies for “reflective practice,” which she defines as “the term to
indicate both individual self-assessment and collective assessment of research strategies” (p. 41).
Naples explains that reflection reveals one’s own privilege, biases, and limitations, reminding
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researchers to recognize power dynamics and to be sensitive to participant perspectives. In
following standpoint theory, Smith (1987) points to how individuals’ understandings of society
reflect specific perspectives of their lives. Rejecting a traditional sociological approach that
focuses on those with the power, she presents a sociology for women that recognizes them as
knowledgeable.
Several scholars embrace postcolonial studies to deepen feminist theory and to
encourage culturally appropriate, sensitive, and constructive efforts. Mohanty (2003) challenges
ethnocentric and elitist assumptions about a universal, monolithic, or reductive feminism. She
cautions us about what it means to speak or write as a “first world” woman about “third world”
women, addressing difficulties also articulated by Kirsch and Ritchie (2003). She disputes the
terminology “third world” and points out the danger of seeing both Western and “third world”
women in monolithic terms. Emphasizing the structural relationship of power, Mohanty leads an
urgent discussion about how to avoid classifying “third world” women as different, deviant, or
other. Mohanty’s focus on textual strategies employed by Western feminists that substantiate this
power imbalance is particularly important as scholars pursue the most respectful and balanced
approach to writing about individuals within research populations.
Rather than diminishing the significance of identity, Mohanty seeks to maintain an
antiracist feminist commitment to the numerous effects of globalization and to focus on
identity’s roles in building solidarities. A transnational feminist practice, for Mohanty, relies on
feminist solidarities that embrace differences of identity, place, class, race, and more. She
explains, “The differences and borders of each of our identities connect us to each other more
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than they sever. So the enterprise here is to forge informed, self-reflexive solidarities among
ourselves” (pp. 250-251).
Mestry and Schmidt (2012) apply postcolonial feminism and intersectionality to their
study on the effects of gender bias toward female school administrators in South Africa. They
examine how three high school principals who are women of color negotiated everyday work
challenges, including stereotypes. The authors demonstrate that upbringing and family support
influenced the women as they became educational leaders. In their study on feminine stereotypes
and female leadership, they reveal the effects of stereotypes as a necessary consideration in
feminist studies.
While focusing on the cases of Turkish women, Kandiyoti (1987) explains how feminist
topics, such as education, social networks, professions, and familial power—common to all
women’s experiences—are relevant to both Western and Islamic societies. Kandiyoti argues that
despite variations in their situations, there are more commonalities among women in the Muslim
Middle East due to the cultural controls over women’s sexuality. She discusses how cultural
scholarship enhances feminist theory and brings about more sensitive political aims.
Ahmed (2000) discusses the conditions she encountered in the United Arab Emirates as a
committee member for educational reform and development. The chair of the committee
discouraged listening to the locals, whom he determined were uneducated and unable to foresee
the consequences of educating women, but Ahmed found the local women clear, forthright, and
inspiring. Despite the rest of the committee’s resistance to the plan, she endeavored to help the
local community achieve educational equality. Ahmed illustrates how listening to people instead
of forcing one’s own goals on them is imperative to intercultural competency and growth.
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Many scholars investigate the relationship between Western feminism and Arab women.
Odeh (1993) reflects on the complexity of the veil from a personal and cultural perspective and
points out that a veiled woman is not necessarily limited to one position. She argues that
postcolonial feminism must recognize that veiled women are empowered, too, and that there is a
sisterhood between feminist women and veiled women. She indicates how the feminist can
consider and interact with veiled women. Valuable for cultural understanding is Odeh’s point
that more qualities unite, rather than separate, Western feminists and veiled women.
Golley (2004) repudiates the argument that feminism is not relevant to Arab culture.
Examining the complex historical and political contexts of the most discussed women’s issues,
such as the veil and the harem, Golley maintains that “Arab women’s needs for positive change
in their lives is neither more nor less than the need of women for positive change anywhere else
in the world” (p. 522). The author strives to provide an accurate representation of Arab women
and to promote positive change in their lives. Here, too, the aim is not only to present the lived
experiences of research participants but also to refrain from imposing inappropriate goals on
them in the name of Western feminism.
Ahmed (1982) discusses how the stereotypes of Muslim women held by Western women
perpetuate misunderstandings and damage relationships between cultures. By perceiving Muslim
women only as oppressed, Western society misses opportunities for connections and cultural
exchange. The impulse to fruitfully engage with people in order to get to know them rather than
stereotyping them is extremely valuable to research about Saudi women.
Several scholars and journalists explore education, politics, religion, and gender roles in
the lives of Saudi women. Wagner (2011) questions why Saudi women’s voices are absent in the
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growing Arab women’s rights movement. Wagner illustrates how, without an organized
movement in Saudi Arabia, raising consciousness about feminist issues and women’s rights
remains an uphill battle. The rapid increase in the education of Saudi women since 9/11 has
produced a gap between young women and their mothers. Furthermore, a divide exists between
women in farming communities and women in urban areas who obtain an education and enter
careers in business or government. Another obstacle is the belief of some women that the rights
they seek violate Islam. In response to these issues, many Saudi women reject Western ideas of
progress, and seek a version of feminism that blends with their Islamic faith. Considering such
complex cultural and religious factors is crucial for a thorough investigation of women and
gender in Saudi Arabia.
Bubshait (2008) examines the high growth rate of women’s education in Saudi Arabia
and views their schools as suitable for meeting the women’s goals. The author points out that in
the Saudi educational environment, women may learn while keeping up with their motherly,
wifely, or daughterly duties and with their responsibilities as good citizens, and she recommends
resisting ethnocentrism and recognizing the culture’s different values and approaches in
education.
Al-Aloola (2008) explains how single sex schools in Saudi Arabia are founded upon
three main pillars: 1. The Religious Pillar, 2. Physiological and Psychological Differences
Between Men and Women, and 3. The Social Pillar (pp. 32-34). The author clarifies that women
and men are viewed equally in honor but do not live in absolute equality. Al-Aloola insists that
women and men receive responsibilities and rights that suit them and that Saudi Arabia does not
give men superior educational opportunities over women but separate opportunities based on
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equity. She rationalizes that segregation protects women and girls and helps them excel in school
as well as in the workplace. Similar arguments, such as those in Sadker and Sadker (1995), have
been made for separate-sex education in the West, pointing to the problems found in
coeducational environments, such as a disproportionate amount of teacher attention directed at
males. Most importantly, Al-Aloola brings to light the reasoning for many of the gender
discrepancies in Saudi Arabia that are often disputed by non-Saudis.
Al-Rasheed (2013) discusses the interconnections of politics, religion, and gender
relations by examining historical contexts and change. She points out that “compared to other
Muslim women, who have been the subject of much serious academic research in history and the
social sciences, Saudi women’s gender issues remain the least studied” (p. 33). Al-Rasheed
insists that these studies are essential for Saudi Arabia with its stringent gender initiatives
controlling women’s lives. Contrasting Al-Aloola’s (2008) rationale, Al-Rasheed provides an
intensive discussion of the relationship between strict religious interpretations and education,
showing how education, while crucial to women’s welfare and advancement, is used to impress
religious nationalism upon women and to compel their devotion to the state. She avoids labeling
the women as victims but instead emphasizes the multitude of women’s voices despite the
restrictive political sphere. These voices lead her to trust that, though the process is difficult and
slow, the women of Saudi Arabia will move forward to become “full citizens” of their state (p.
295). Her work is essential to a fuller understanding of Saudi women as she emphasizes areas for
improvement in gender politics as well as progress in the lives of women.

25
Study Abroad/International Students, SLA, and ESL/EFL Pedagogy

Scholarship with a focus on study abroad and international students addresses many
issues relevant to the teaching and learning of second languages, such as cultural connections
and learner independence. Many of the scholars discussed below promote expansive cultural
experiences, cultural exchange, and global citizenship by developing understanding and
encouraging talking to locals, while other scholars speak more specifically to issues within the
classroom context, such as learner belief systems and investment. Clearly, connecting global and
SLA issues provides a holistic and attentive approach to language learning.
Ogden (2007) points to the tension between providing study abroad students with
interculturally and intellectually stimulating experiences and avoiding a colonial approach of
commercial consumption and social elitism. The difficulty stems from the pressure to
accommodate students with familiar amenities; Ogden argues that home country conveniences
should not be at the expense of host culture experiences. The author illustrates this notion with
the image of students sitting comfortably on the veranda and simply observing their host
community from a distance instead of immersing themselves in the country. Ogden concludes
that understanding the nature of students is necessary to figure out what will motivate them to
pursue meaningful intercultural experiences and become more complex and interculturally
competent. Long (2013) proposes a change from “study abroad” to “global studies” because the
program of study abroad needs to be reformed and extended in order to teach global matters such
as peace, justice, human rights, and global citizenship. Markedly, these ideas advocate for more
evocative cultural experiences. By taking this approach, educators will promote moving toward a
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genuinely global perspective as students deal with issues of character, identity formation, and
communication.
Namakkal (2013) discusses Chasm’s (2013) traumatic visit to India where she faced
sexual harassment while shopping and touring. Namakkal notes that Chasm is not the only
victim. Tourists and students who travel to India are participating in an industry that makes few
rich and keeps many poor. By sharing her experience, Chasm does highlight the problems with
sexual harassment and violence in India, but she does not learn about the problems from those
who face these issues to the greatest extent—the women living in India. Namakkal suggests that
programs should do more to prepare students for study abroad trips; instead of giving students
pointers about dressing conservatively, for example, they should encourage them to talk to and
learn from the local women about the issues. This critical piece serves as another important
reminder that entering authentic dialogues is essential to cultural understanding. These studies,
though concerned with Western students going abroad, speak to the experiences of any student
studying in a new culture with different mores and expectations.
Amuzie and Winke (2009) take a different perspective by exploring the effects of study
abroad on the beliefs of individuals studying English in the United States. Of three dimensions of
the learner belief system considered—the teacher’s role, learner autonomy, and self-efficacy—
the authors found that the teacher’s role and learner autonomy were the sites for change to occur.
Additionally, those students who spent a longer time abroad experienced more significant
changes to their belief systems, which led the authors to identify learning context and length of
exposure as influences. Their study, therefore, sustains the viewpoint that beliefs are “dynamic,
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socially constructed, and responsive to context” (p. 366). These findings indicate improvement in
learner independence with study abroad.
LeBaron and Hausheer (2013) promote increasing intercultural understanding through
connections to Saudis studying in the United States. The authors highlight the impact of these
educational pursuits on Saudi families and gender roles; women’s levels of self-sufficiency have
been increasing, and women have been surpassing men in academic performance. Daughters
travelling to new cultures, the authors argue, point to changing norms of Saudi society. Not only
are Saudis involved in enriching experiences, but Americans may also learn from Saudi students.
In order to prevent the isolation of Saudi students, schools need to facilitate connections, for
instance, by offering American host families and by keeping in touch with alumni. Such
exchanges and networks maintain an active form of communication and reduce American
misconceptions about Saudi people and culture. They emphasize, “Passing up this opportunity
would be a loss for both Americans and Saudis who see the value in building greater tolerance,
understanding, and perspective not only between the United States and Saudi Arabia, but
between the West and the Islamic world more broadly” (n.p.). Those involved in the ESL
community ought to initiate dialogues that invite students and community members to partake in
opportunities for cultural exchange.
Second language acquisition research considers broader ethical, political, and cultural
issues alongside specific language learning concerns such as learner perspectives and investment.
Morita (2004) describes a longitudinal study in which classroom observations, student selfreports, and interviews were analyzed in order to discover student perspectives about class
participation. She conducted three case studies and found that learners were challenged by
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negotiations of identities, power relations, and competence. She concludes that the “study has
implications for pedagogy on both conceptual and practical levels regarding how to foster the
participation of students with various needs and how to promote equal opportunity in the
classroom for participation and for access to the curriculum” (p. 598). She bases classroom
outcomes on considerations of identity negotiation (among other dimensions); this perspective is
a bridge between research and pedagogical implications for ESL educators.
Hirst (2007) investigates the cultural context of an ESL classroom by focusing on one
elementary school student. Hirst determines that because this student’s performance of her own
identity in the classroom is neither recognized nor valued, she withdraws and conceals her
competence in classroom tasks. This student’s “investment in the identity of the passive, quiet
student seems more to do with keeping out of trouble than it does with learning Indonesian” (pp.
166-167). Hirst concludes that the student’s participation in class changes in ways that negate her
language development. This case study serves as an examination of the effects of specific
classroom interactions and changing identities on second language performance.
Skilton-Sylvester (2002) draws on the investment work of Norton (1995) to assert that
traditional views of adult motivation and participation fail to address the complexities of
negotiating among identity, social contexts, classroom context, and investment. Through her
study of four Cambodian women, she determines that the women’s identities shift and connect to
the ESL classroom in various ways directly related to their investment. She extends Norton’s
work on investment, first, by looking beyond the students’ interactions with native English
speakers to focus on the ways these interactions take place and are connected to investment.
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Second, she examines participants’ common and individual experiences as Cambodian women.
She notes Norton’s attempts to avoid generalizations but determines the following:
I have found that their cultural experiences as Cambodian women who share a language,
history, and experience of being transplanted both from and to the same geographic
locations have been an integral part of understanding their investment in participating in
adult ESL programs. . . . This is particularly true because Lang, Sundara, Soka, and
Ming’s sense of themselves is meaningful in part because of the ways that they see
themselves as Cambodian women in Philadelphia. (p. 22)
Potowski (2007) examines the proficiency of four bilingual students in fifth grade and
then again in eighth grade at a dual immersion school. While the participants primarily used
English at home, Potowski reveals that those who were found to use Spanish more often were
more invested because the language enriched their personal lives through an improved sense of
self or a heightened societal status. Poor participation habits, on the other hand, decreased
student success due to fewer opportunities for language practice. Overall, she highlights the
importance of dual immersion schools in the promotion of global citizenship; they offer support
for maintaining the home language along with the opportunity to learn another language. Clearly,
community appreciation for students’ home cultures, whether through curricular or
extracurricular means, boosts investment in language learning.
Looking specifically at the relationship between classroom community and language
learning for Saudis, Giroir (2014) reports on two men in the United States who negotiated their
personalities through various discursive approaches that helped them to participate in their
communities. Researching the tensions in the relationship between language learners and their
second language communities, Giroir points out the politicization and racialization of the men,
who were Muslims of Arab descent. More broadly, her findings illustrate how two different
learners handled the marginalizing structures of post-9/11 in order to participate in their second
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language communities. In addition to closely examining the situations of the participants, Giroir
discusses her own positionality along with her limitations, concluding:
For many learners, structures of racialization can be silencing, thus presenting obstacles
to fuller participation and community resources; for such students, it can be advantageous
to create classroom space for students to narrate, discuss, and analyze authentic L2
[second language] experiences, with teachers facilitating critical examination of the
multiple competencies that learners enact as they move from peripheral to fuller
participation. (p. 54)
These findings suggest that educators should work through issues of marginalization directly
with the class to promote critical thinking and a more participatory learning environment.
Many researchers address issues of gender and identity in the classroom. Mahony (1985)
coins the term “linguistic space” to describe the inclusion of conversational participation,
concluding that a disproportionate amount of linguistic space is reserved for the males and
negatively affects the females’ learning, and Julé (2004) applies these notions of linguistic space
to an ESL classroom, arguing that gender issues are compounded by ethnicity and cultural
values.
Additional scholarship focuses on gender as one of many components to be considered in
the ESL classroom. Norton and Pavlenko (2004) emphasize that numerous approaches to
feminism embrace diverse views of gender and of gender’s relationship to language. They define
their own understanding of gender as one component of a complex system of social identity
carried into the language classroom. From a feminist perspective, the ESL classroom should be
organized so that the students are appreciated, and considering issues of gender is important to
this planning. Subject matter and materials may be selected to address issues such as power, as
well. They recommend that students are given the opportunity to deal with personal and
controversial topics in their writing:

31
All in all, we see that transformative practices, which include but are not limited to
reading and reflection, personal storytelling, journal writing, and discussion of scenarios,
incorporate students’ lived experiences and then locate their experiences and beliefs
within larger social contexts. Such practices encourage students to imagine alternative
ways of being in the world and to consider a range of life trajectories. (p. 509)
Imperative to the ESL classroom, curricular innovation is key to their objectives; teaching
practices should continually adapt to learners’ needs.
Simon-Maeda (2004), in examining the life-history narratives of EFL teachers in Japan,
illustrates how teacher educators should realize that teacher identities are constructed in relation
to gendered and sociocultural inequities. Simon-Maeda seeks to help male and female teachers to
address the social conditions they face in their teaching and calls for empowering discourses for
female educators. In order to promote equity in the classroom, educators must consider not only
student identities but also their own positionings.
Schmenk (2004) states that teachers, researchers, and teacher educators should consider
individual learners and their positionings in particular social and cultural contexts. Indicating the
problems with the stereotypical belief that language learning is a feminine domain, she
discourages gender stereotypes, which hold static notions of feminine and masculine traits
without regard to social, cultural, or historical variations. She underlines the importance of
adopting a critical stance toward generalizing claims about men, women, and their learning and
of exhibiting a heightened awareness of gender stereotyping in the classroom in order to focus on
individual learners.
Advocating for ESL texts that meet the needs of immigrants and families by providing
support in negotiating complex social systems and offering relevant literacy practices, Gordon
(2004) emphasizes that English teaching must be about more than language and must include
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significant time for reflective practice. She investigates the interplay between gender identity
shifts and second language socialization for working class Lao women and men who redefine
gender identities in the United States. The Lao women experienced increased opportunities,
including expanded leadership roles and wage labor, while the Lao men faced a narrowing of
opportunities because they lost access to traditional sources of power. ESL teachers should foster
reflective practice and discussions in which learners interpret and respond to gendered life
experiences.
Morgan (1998) argues that students’ social needs are connected to their language needs.
Successful lessons involve critical language skills complementing genuine social concerns.
Furthermore, he believes in the importance of exploring how language affects societal
participation and exclusion. With his pedagogy, he promotes developing language skills while
helping students to contribute to society.

Conclusion

ESL classrooms consist of individuals with drastically different cultural knowledge and
value bases—learned in their home countries and developed further in their host countries—and
thus benefit from understandings of social interaction in relation to language learning. The texts
in this review bring to light important understandings about potential problems that hinder
language learning, strategies to overcome such barriers, and the role of community in SLA.
The state of current research encompasses transformations in the fields of English
language research and teaching, delving into important issues for the ESL community.
Scholarship from a variety of perspectives has provided the information and approaches that
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helped me conduct my research and that guided my methodological choices. Many of the texts
cited in this chapter reveal the interconnectedness between culture, power, gender, identity, and
language learning. In the methodology chapter, I discuss additional texts that provide a
methodological framework that guided my approaches throughout my study. By linking the
categories of sociocultural theory and sociolinguistics; identity and positioning; feminism,
postcolonialism, and Saudi/Muslim women; and study abroad/international students, SLA, and
ESL/EFL pedagogy, I highlight the multiplicities of experiences and lenses to view language
learning—specifically for Saudi women and, more broadly, for the community of language
learners, teachers, and scholars.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY

“If you want, ask me anything. No problem.” –Reem

Introduction

In this chapter, I provide an outline of my research questions, a summary of my access to
the population, a statement of confidentiality, a rationale for my multi-source data collection
process, the demographic information of participants, and a description of my research.
Furthermore, I draw connections between my methodology and the rich data sources—focus
groups, semi-structured qualitative interviews, and semi-structured longitudinal qualitative
interviews. In keeping with the goal of feminist theory to understand the conditions of women in
society, I often asked participants for personal stories, and these stories add depth and clarity to
my understanding. The stories illustrate the participants’ personalities, ideas, and experiences,
and they also illuminate the specific challenges these women faced as English language learners
(ELLs), as international students, and as Saudi Muslims. My description, particularly of the
interview and longitudinal study sessions, is detailed and thorough in keeping with the
ethnographic tradition of thick description. As explained by Geertz (1973), thick description
explains cultures with details, conceptual structures, and interpreted meanings. In this chapter
and especially in the results and discussion chapters, I appreciate various and complex
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perceptions by delivering commentary and interpretations. The participants’ personal stories and
positionings point to pedagogical considerations for the English as a second language (ESL)
classroom.

Research Questions

I restate my initial research questions as follows:
1. In what ways do Saudi women’s positionings affect their approaches to language
learning?
a. What is the relationship between identity and classroom engagement?
b. What attitudes and strategies do learners employ, and are they effective for their
language learning endeavors?
2. What are specific considerations regarding Saudi women for the ESL classroom?
a. In what ways, if any, do learners believe gender affects collaboration with their
teacher and/or classmates?
b. In what ways, if any, do learners believe gender influences language learning?
c. What do learners believe are specific considerations and practices, if any, that
English teachers can employ to effectively teach Saudi women as individuals and
as a group?
From these questions, I developed a series of interview questions that allowed me to explore the
individual and shared experiences of Saudi women ELLs. As I discerned the participants’
experiences of adapting to the United States, I investigated how these women positioned
themselves to pursue English language learning; I examined the ways in which individual and
cultural identities affected their English language learning and, in turn, how English language
learning affected their identities. Issues of confidence, engagement, and intercultural competency
were at the forefront of my exploration as I sought to determine strategies that Saudi women
perceived as beneficial for the delivery of English instruction.
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Access to the Population

Because this project enlisted volunteers enrolled in an intensive English language
program (IEP1) located on a college campus, I made contact with the IEP academic director, who
granted me permission to study the classes of willing instructors and to approach individual
students. The academic director then contacted the instructors on my behalf, receiving
affirmative responses from three instructors. The classes met each weekday for a four-week
session and finished with a final exam assessing progress to the next proficiency level. I
observed classes with students of various ethnicities, cultural or national backgrounds, and
English proficiency levels. Some of these students became participants in my focus group,
interviews, and longitudinal study.

Confidentiality

I informed the participants of my commitment to preserving confidentiality by using
pseudonyms to refer to each of them when relating their stories and by eliminating identifying
information. I have also removed the names of their teachers and have chosen to refer to their
English program as IEP. When relating classroom observations, I speak generally and avoid
mentioning individual participants. Privacy and anonymity were not expressed concerns of the
participants; most of them requested I use their real names. However, when I provided them with
a rationale and policy for preserving anonymity, they obliged in selecting their pseudonyms:
Nora, Aseel, Reem, Maryam, and Yara. Discretion during interviews and the longitudinal study

1

In order to protect confidentiality, I refer to the program with the pseudonym IEP.

37
was easier to secure, while the focus group contained the inevitable risk of disclosure that
minimizes the degree of confidentiality. However, the participants demonstrated comfort in
being with their friends during the focus group, and during the individual meetings, they made
comments that frequently elaborated upon or added to those made during the focus group.

Data Collection Rationale

The rationale for my multi-source data collection process addresses my obligations to
engage with my participants, participate in their environments, and value them and their
knowledge. Standpoint epistemology recognizes a situated knower and situated knowledge that
reflects the perspectives of the knower. Additionally, feminist theories interrogate how gender
situates those knowers. Smith (1987) insists that social science, as well as other science, cannot
be formed in the abstract and is created from actual experience. She argues that individuals’
understandings of society reflect the specific aspects of their lives—their standpoint (the social
and historical position or viewpoint from which one sees the world). She points out that,
traditionally, sociology represented those with the power, but she proposes a sociology for
women that “preserves the presence of subjects as knowers and as actors. It does not transform
subjects into the objects of study or make use of conceptual devices for eliminating the active
presence of the subjects” (p. 105). Therefore, I highlight the participants’ active role in the data
collection and the academic discussions that followed.
Questioning the organization of power is at the crux of feminist theory and involves
questioning our own assumptions as researchers. McCorkel and Myers (2003) explain:
Taken as a whole, standpoint epistemology requires that the researcher put her taken-forgranted assumptions, beliefs, and stereotypes on the table for dissection. It requires an

38
analysis of how her own use of master narratives give form and substance to not just her
experiences in the ﬁeld, but her sense of her own identity as well as the identities and
“differences” of others. It requires the researcher to consider how she reproduces her own
privilege through the analyses she produces. It is only through such candid examinations
of the researcher’s backstage that the implications of identity and difference on the
research process can begin to be explored. (p. 205)
For the sake of the integrity of my research, I sought to address biases and resist adhering to or
promoting stereotypes. As a researcher from a culture different from that of the participants, I
was concerned about inevitable cultural appropriation, and I wanted to avoid engaging in
harmful stereotyping. These concerns are addressed in the results and discussion chapters that
follow.
Tewksbury & Gagné (1997) affirm:
In a research setting, therefore, it is the researcher’s responsibility to seek to construct the
research—including gaining entrée, establishing rapport, earning trust, and gathering
data—in a way that will result in the collection of valid and complete data. This
construction requires a positive relationship, which is the product of the research arriving
at and maintaining particular perceptions of the researcher. (p. 130)
They point out that the researcher does not need to agree with participants but must present their
perspectives. With this effort, even without consensus, the analyses may be respectable:
“whereas researchers may emphasize similarities in status or worldview to gain entrée to a
community, they must demonstrate commitment to the research project without violating the
trust of the community in reporting their findings” (p. 149).
The classroom observations provided exposure to the population of the study, the
classroom environment, curriculum, and interactions. As such, they provided some context for
my analyses, a means to recruit participants for further involvement in the study, and, most
importantly, a way of earning the participants’ trust. My attendance in the class sessions
familiarized me with the students and gave me the chance to emphasize the aspects of my
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identity that were relatable to the (then-prospective) participants. Therefore, I was a woman and
a student; I had homework to complete and teachers to impress. With these qualities, I became an
insider in the community as well as an outsider as a Western woman, with a higher level of
education, who teaches college level courses. However, these differences seemed to highlight my
potential as a resource for the students, and this role was stressed by the teachers, who often
introduced me as a knowledgeable source for students to consult. During my observations, I
occasionally joined in group work, answered students’ questions, and gave talks about English
learning and college life. While the participants and I were different, I used the focus group to
establish that we had enough commonalities and shared interests to build rapport and trust.
Hearing the stories of the participants was essential to my work; I used the focus group as
a means to demonstrate my approachability and to welcome participants to share their
knowledge, stories, and points of view. Inviting participants to speak alongside their friends was
intended to alleviate some of their anxiety about participating and yielded cooperatively
constructed conversation in which these women built upon each other’s support and ideas. The
focus group provided the opportunity to acquire group data with the participants co-constructing
their reality (Myers & Raymond, 2010). The members collectively delivered meanings produced
by the whole group, offering some data as “group product” (Fern, 2001). I attribute much of my
success in recruiting and conducting the focus group to Nora and Aseel, who were eager to assist
in an academic study. Nora, especially, took on a leadership role and encouraged her friends,
throughout the process, to participate in the study. The focus group offered members an
opportunity to become more comfortable with their role in the project and with talking to a
native English speaker/American. The participants appreciated that the focus group provided
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comfort and conversation practice, and the experience inspired all four members to participate in
one-on-one interviews with me as well.
The individual interview sessions afforded the opportunity to speak privately and
extensively with each woman; prepared for my style of questioning by her focus group
experience, each woman provided information and clarifications in a session dedicated entirely
to her perceptions. As Seidman (1991) notes, “at the root of in-depth interviewing is an interest
in understanding the lived experience of other people and the meaning they make of that
experience” (p. 9). I tried to connect with each participant on a personal level as I inquired about
individual experiences, ideas, and viewpoints. Kvale (1996) asserts that qualitative interviews are
open ended; this design helps the researcher be attuned to the participants rather than focus on a
consistent course for all participants. With this goal in mind, I conducted at least two interview
sessions with each participant. During the first interviews, I asked follow-up questions
addressing the uniqueness of each participant’s responses, but the subsequent sessions provided a
time to thoroughly address separate concerns for each individual. Throughout the process, I
sought to demonstrate flexibility while pursuing each participant’s in-depth stories. Without a
sense of safety in our discussions, participants could not be expected to be forthcoming,
particularly when discussing difficult events and sensitive topics (Thomas & Pollio, 2002). Adler
and Adler (2002) and Kvale (1996) emphasize that the strength of the relationship between the
interviewer and participants has conceivably the most significant bearing on the quality of the
data gathered. Therefore, in the interview sessions and longitudinal study sessions, I aimed to
present myself honestly and authentically, with ample measures of cross-cultural competence. In
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these dialogues, I fostered a warm and accepting atmosphere in which I was appreciative of the
participants spending their time with me and sharing their knowledge and experiences.
The longitudinal study builds upon the information gathered from the previous sessions
and provides a lengthier and more detailed account of one individual’s developing sense of self
in relation to her English language learning. These richer insights allowed me to track the
progression of Yara’s ideas and interests throughout a six-month period and beyond the end of
her time at IEP. Yara expressed both surprise and pleasure in my knowledge of Saudi current
events, such as when I asked about the recent news of Saudi women obtaining the right to vote.
Because of the extended time we spent together, the way that Yara asked me questions, and my
genuine expressions of interests in her culturally and individually, I was able to get to know her
more thoroughly than the other participants. Due to the nature of the longitudinal study, Yara
found the most opportunities to ask questions and express her own interest in the goals of the
project. While the interview participants expressed a desire to help me while also practicing
English, Yara invested herself in the goals of the project regarding the improvement of
intercultural competency in particular. Norton and Manson (1996) discuss the increase in
cooperation of members of some cultural groups who seek longstanding partnerships that work
toward mutual goals, such as those benefitting the community of the participant. Therefore, I
encouraged Yara’s investment in this goal and even asked her for direct statements that she
thought I should communicate. During all the data-collection sessions, but especially during the
sessions with Yara, I interviewed beyond what Oakley (1997) depicts as the “traditional cultural
and academic treatment of women,” which she finds masculine, problematic, and exploitive (p.
48). Extending from the times I answered questions during classroom observations and during
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the focus group when Aseel asked for advice about learning English more quickly, I continued
encouraging questions and offering responses during the interviews and longitudinal study. I also
asked these women if there was anything else that they thought that I should ask them; in this
way, the relationship was focused not solely on my gains but also on participants’ opportunities
to learn from conversations that they perceived as valuable. Oakley reflects:
I regarded sociological research as an essential way of giving the subjective situation of
women greater visibility not only in sociology, but, more importantly, in society, than it
has traditionally had. Interviewing women was, then, a strategy for documenting
women’s own accounts of their lives. (p. 48)
The length and structure of the longitudinal study afforded the most extensive opportunity for
participant involvement and agency in data collection and analysis.
While my role with the participants formed a natural sequencing of increased intimacy
from classroom observer to weekly guest in a home, I also designed the series of questions
within the activities to begin with the easiest—least personal, most innocuous—questions and
gradually turn to more stimulating and complicated questions. The interview and longitudinal
study sessions continued the progressive deepening of questions as I asked for elaborations on
responses and focused attention on personal, delicate, and complex matters. For example, I asked
Nora to explain if Saudi women were expected to follow rules about mixed gender groups when
studying in the United States and, more personally, to describe if she discussed this issue with
her family before coming to the United States. Sequencing my questions in this way set the
development of our conversations at a comfortable pace and allowed greater trust to develop
before I asked the participants more complex questions.
Reem expressed her openness to answering questions and providing her story in saying,
“If you want, ask me anything. No problem.” The other participants also emphasized their
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willingness to contribute and encouraged me to ask whatever I wanted, which led me to believe
that they trusted me. Establishing trust was essential for the success of this project as my
understanding relied on the participants’ stories and perceptions. Their reflections also provide
valuable information about learning and implications for the classroom.
Throughout the project, I practiced self-reflexivity to remind myself that I did not have
answers and that I must uncover any of my own biases or prejudices in order to understand the
participants. In our initial meetings, I explained my goal of communicating their messages
accurately, and I reinforced its significance with requests for clarification, elicitations of
examples, and repetitions for accuracy. As the Saudi women often had to translate (sometimes in
their heads and sometimes out loud) their original thoughts from Arabic to English and
sometimes struggled to voice these ideas, we risked losing messages in translation. While I have
certainly made some inevitable authorial decisions, I strove to maintain the integrity of these
women’s words and to communicate their messages as purely as possible.
The attention to meaning included checks and rechecks in real time along with a careful
review of transcripts to search for ideas that still needed clarification or elaboration. This
thorough process was vital to understanding the participants and to conversing in fruitful
discussions with them. I spent as much time as was necessary to make sure the information I was
hearing was accurate. As in the example below from an interview with Maryam and Reem,
something as small as verb tense had the potential to divert the conversation:
Ashley:

When you’re done with school, do you think you will get a job?

Maryam:

No because, when I after, when I finish college, I [laughter, Reem and
Maryam] Prer, preti [Arabic speech]. . .

Ashley:

Pregnant?
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Reem and
Maryam:

Pregnant. Ahh.

Ashley:

You’re pregnant right now?

Maryam:

No. When I finish college, I pregnant.

Ashley:

You want to get pregnant again?

Reem and
Maryam:

No, no!

Reem:

The last, in the past, when he, when she finished the college, study
college. . .

Maryam:

In my country.

Ashley:

Uh huh. When you finished college, you got pregnant.

Maryam:

Yea.

Ashley:

Okay.

Maryam:

And I want to stay in home.

Ashley:

You want to stay at home?

Maryam:

Yea.

Ashley:

When you’re done at IEP, you’re going to get your Master’s?

Maryam:

Yea.

Ashley:

And then after that, you want to stay at home again?

Maryam:

No.

Reem:

You’re talking about the future.

Maryam:

Ohh! Oh.

Reem:

[Maryam] talk about the past.

Maryam:

Yes, I want!
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Ashley:

Okay. In the past, you stayed at home to be with the baby?

Maryam:

Yea.

Ashley:

Now, in the future, after you get your Master’s degree?

Maryam:

Yea, I want to get a job.

With Maryam exhibiting the most timidity of my subjects, this confusion was likely frustrating
for her, but pressing through together showed her that her experience and her desires mattered to
me and that I appreciated her sharing her knowledge and viewpoint.
I found that the best way to grapple with important notions about meaning was through
my relationship with the participants. Therefore, my task of preserving the participants’
messages meant including the participants in these complicated conversations about the
potentially problematic aspects of the study. Additionally, to investigate these complexities, I
asked Yara, the participant in my longitudinal study, to confront these issues as well. I asked,
“Do you worry that I might not say the right things? Do you worry that I might not say it well?”
Yara’s answer provided some assurance that this study was not in vain or misguided as she
replied, “No, I trust you . . . because I spend more time with you, and I know what kind of a
person you are. And you know more things about me and about Saudi women and you know
true, not true. Because you ask me more question.” She also connected my goal of
communicating her messages accurately to the importance of trust. I had to accept the obligation
as feminist researcher to use trust wisely. Because I acquired such rich material from the
conversations with the participants, I have identified the interviews as successful; however, as a
responsible researcher, I must attend to the issues of bias and power dynamics within researcher
participant sessions. As Oakley (1997) prompts, “Hidden amongst the admonitions on how to be
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a perfect interviewer in the social research methods manuals is the covert recognition that the
goal of perfection is actually unattainable: the contradiction between the need for ‘rapport’ and
the requirement of between-interview comparability cannot be solved” (p. 51), so while research
demonstrates that the power dynamic may prevent the researcher from ever fully knowing the
validity of the data, I was mindful to foster as much authenticity as possible. Yara told me she
believed that I could help people learn what is true about Saudi women. With her goal in mind, I
proceeded more securely in what felt like our, instead of my, project. I did not need to be
reminded that these women are not my “subjects” but my collaborators, and I know that I have
been privileged to have heard their stories.

Classroom Observation Sessions

In total, I conducted 18 classroom observations over two IEP sessions; the courses were
taught by five different teachers (regular and substitute teachers). The observation participants
included Nora, Aseel, Reem, Maryam, and Yara, who all joined in the rest of my study, and an
additional four Saudi students. The classrooms also contained over 30 additional students who
were not part of the study. During these classroom sessions, I noted patterns of interaction and
student responses to the teachers’ methods, instructions, and activities.
The students in these classes were developing conversational English, grammar, and
vocabulary in the beginning through advanced level. In some cases, I observed the same students
in different classrooms with the understanding that people may experience a variety of pressures
and behaviors in various classroom settings. In the results and discussions chapters, I consider
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participation patterns and tensions with attention to interactions between participants and their
classmates and teachers. Table 1 provides an outline of the observation schedule.
Table 1 Classroom Observation Schedule:
Course Information
Observation Date 1
Class A: Intermediate
5.11.2015
Phonics
(taught by substitute)
Class B: Intermediate
5.11.2015
Structure and Speaking
(taught by substitute)
Class C: Advanced
5.12.2015
Structure and Speaking
Class D: Advanced
5.13.2015
Structure and Speaking
Class E: Beginning
6.11.2015
Vocabulary
Class F: Beginning
6.11.15
Vocabulary
Class G: Intermediate
6.11.2015
Vocabulary

Observation Date 2
5.21.2015

Observation Date 3
5.28.2015

5.21.2015
5.19.2015

5.26.2015

5.20.2015

5.27.2015

6.15.2015
(taught by substitute)
6.15.15
(taught by substitute)
6.15.2015

For each observation, I recorded the date, course name, and instructor name. I also noted
features of the classroom environment: writing on the board, seating assignments, and basic
student demographics. Some instructors asked me to introduce myself, while others simply
pointed out that there was an observer in the room. Since I intended to take detailed notes about
the Saudi women’s classroom participation, during the first day of each class, those willing
students signed bilingual (Arabic/English) consent forms (included in Appendix A). On a typical
day, I noted the kinds of activities, types of teacher questions and comments, responses by
students to questions, and ways that students participated. For example, during a small group
activity, I recorded that a group of Saudi women was quiet when left to themselves, yet when the
teacher approached them with questions, they were able to answer correctly. On occasion, when
applicable, I remarked on the ways that I interacted with students. I also noted the topic if it
seemed relevant to the demeanor or interest of the participants. The participants’ behavior during
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group work, including their contributions to the discussion among group members, their asking
the teacher for clarifications as they prepared their task, and their role (or not) in presenting their
work to the class were also noted. I logged the homework assigned at the end of each class.
Occasionally, I observed students approaching their teacher after class as well.
Certainly, gaining a familiarity with IEP was helpful, but the lessons were formulaic and
consistent, following the program’s curriculum very closely. The instructors, though they
carefully followed the curriculum, were kind, animated, and charming, and they engaged
students with lessons beyond the textbooks. Through observations, I came to know the classroom
dynamics, and I could better frame questions to ask participants. As I completed observations, I
typed my notes, looking for additional themes and topics to incorporate into my interview
protocol. I referred to these notes after talking to participants in order to review and find
examples of topics they had discussed. The analyses of these classroom interactions are not part
of this study; however, the observations are worth noting as they shaped the overall project and
informed the communication that took place during the interviews and the longitudinal study.

Focus Group Sessions

Nora, Aseel, Reem, and Maryam constituted the focus group. These women were
enrolled in intermediate and advanced English courses, and the two most advanced speakers,
Nora and Aseel, encouraged the participation of the other two members. In May of 2015, the
focus group convened in one of the buildings used by IEP. After completing bilingual
(Arabic/English) consent forms (included in Appendix A), which were different than the
classroom observation consent forms, we began the session. We met for approximately 40
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minutes, including the start-up procedures and the concluding remarks, with the substantive
recording lasting 20:22. The participants arrived together, and we arranged desks in a small
circle with a desk in the middle where we placed the digital audio recorder.
With expressed interest in having a role in educational research, Nora and Aseel
conveyed eagerness to join in all aspects of the study. Maryam and Reem seemed more reserved;
however, they appeared pleased to be there. Maryam’s husband came and asked to speak with
me before we began, thanking me for my help in his previous studies (he had been in my firstyear composition class during the preceding school year 2) and inquiring about the length of the
meeting since he was providing his wife’s transportation. Once he left, Maryam and I returned to
the classroom and the rest of the participants. They asked me to remember that they were not
very good at English, and I reassured them that I was grateful for their help and that we were
already communicating well together. Some of them were concerned about being able to
understand and answer the questions and requested them in Arabic before I turned on the
recorder. Table 2 provides the background information and descriptors for the focus group and
interview participants.

2

I did not know of this relationship before Maryam’s husband approached me at this meeting.
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Table 2 Focus Group and Interview Participants:
Name*
Background Information

Participant Descriptors

Nora

Age: 24
Education Level: Completed Bachelor’s
degree
Level in English: Advanced
Time in U.S.: 6 months
Time Studying English: 6 months of
intense study, several years of less
intense study
Plans after English Program: Master’s
program in Chemistry
Marital Status: Single
Number of Children: 0
Other Members of Current Household:
Brother

Nora was dedicated to her studies and
life goals. She easily arranged her own
schedule, made decisions for herself,
and exhibited self-confidence. She
enjoyed taking on a leadership role and
was the most outgoing and assertive
member of the group. Nora was eager
to join the study, and she encouraged
other students to participate as well.
She helped to recruit and arrange the
focus group. Having attended school
and worked in a health university, Nora
was already familiar with working
around and with men before arriving in
the United States. Of the five most
active participants, she was the only
single woman, and she lived with her
brother who was also studying English.
She usually walked over to meet me
after her English classes, and her
brother would later pick her up.

Aseel

Age: 25
Education Level: Completed high
school
Level in English: Advanced
Time in U.S.: 1 year
Time Studying English: 1 year and 3
months
Plans after English Program:
Bachelor’s program in Communications
Marital Status: Married
Number of Children: 2
Other Members of Current Household:
Husband and 2 Children

While enthusiastic about her education,
Aseel presented herself as a devoted
mother first. She lived with her husband
and two children. Aseel was confident
in her abilities and potential. She was
also eager to join the study and helped
arrange the focus group. One of her
primary concerns was for teachers to
understand her role as a mother with a
busy schedule of household obligations.
Finding meeting times, especially ones
long enough to complete a session, was
difficult and sometimes unworkable.
Her husband drove her to and from our
meetings, which she arranged with me
in accordance with his schedule.

(Continued on the following page)
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Table 2 (continued)
Reem

Age: 27
Education Level: Completed Bachelor’s
degree
Level in English: Intermediate
Time in U.S.: 5 months
Time Studying English: Approximately
15 Years
Plans after English Program: Master’s
program in Technology
Marital Status: Married
Number of Children: 1
Other Members of Current Household:
Brother

Maryam, initially cautious about
participating, timidly answered
questions and was the most reserved
participant. When Reem was present,
Maryam often looked to her for help
rather than attempt to work through the
answers herself. She was sure that she
would like to have any career except
teaching. She lived with her husband,
who seemed supportive, and infant son,
balancing family and school life.
Perhaps, given her nervousness in the
first interview, she insisted on doing the
second interview with Reem. They said
they could not do it separately because
of time and transportation constraints.
* Having informed the participants that they would remain anonymous, I refer to them by the
pseudonyms that they selected.
Maryam

Age: 24
Education Level: Completed Bachelor’s
degree
Level in English: Intermediate
Time in U.S.: 6 months
Time Studying English: 5 Months
Plans after English Program: Master’s
program in Mathematics
Marital Status: Married
Number of Children: 1
Other Members of Current Household:
Husband and 1 Child

Reem, frequently arriving with
Maryam, was initially cautious about
joining the study but expressed a desire
to participate and answer questions. She
spoke about her duty to help others. She
wanted to learn English and return to
Saudi Arabia with technological skills.
During the study, she lived with her
brother. It was not until multiple
meetings with Reem that she mentioned
being a wife or mother, and that was
only after I noted that she had provided
this information initially, and I directly
asked her about it. She planned to travel
home for Ramadan and return with her
husband and daughter. She met with me
after her English classes, and her
brother would drive her (and sometimes
Maryam) home. During the last
interview, which she and Maryam did
together, they said time was limited due
to Reem’s brother needing to pick them
up early so he could pray.
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The focus group began with an off-the-record recitation of the questions (included in
Appendix B) and translation by the most proficient member of the group, Nora. After the initial
clarifications in Arabic and English, the participants expressed feeling greater ease. With their
approval, I began the recording. At my request, Nora began introductions for us, and the rest of
the participants introduced themselves as well. Initially, I asked questions about their
expectations about studying in the United States, American customs that surprised them, English
language learning, time management, and their homes. The participants who appeared most
confident in their English skills would often assist those who had difficulty—either by
translating a question or word or by providing the English word they sought. Often Maryam
sought her friends’ assistance before attempting to answer, while Nora eagerly answered and
encouraged her friends. Toward the end of the session, Aseel asked, “How many day for learn
English and to be perfect English?” Her friends joined in, asking how they could become
“perfect” in English, and they all showed eagerness in learning how to refine their English skills.
I interpreted Aseel’s query as eagerness to learn and to engage with me as a resource. Coinciding
with a feminist sociological approach to interviews (Oakley, 1997), I accepted Aseel’s question
as an opportunity to appreciate participant directive in the session, and I offered information that
could be valuable for the participants, rather than allowing the gains of the discussion to be onesided. Throughout the study, their questions revealed what these women hoped to acquire from
the sessions, and, in my responses, I highlighted the significance of our collaboration and our
mutual objectives.
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Interview Sessions

Nora, Aseel, Reem, and Maryam also participated in the individual interview sessions.
Before the interviews, the participants filled out interview/longitudinal study-specific bilingual
(Arabic/English) consent forms (included in Appendix A). I devised the first individual
interviews with a common set of questions about the participants, their learning preferences, and
their perceptions, with some variation in follow-up questions and phrasing. For example, I began
by asking participants about their homes in Saudi Arabia and the reasons for coming to the
United States. I also asked them about their household roles, their personal goals, including in
education and English language learning, and their various experiences in the ESL classroom and
in American society. After the first interviews, I transcribed the interviews and looked for
striking comments and salient themes from sessions with each participant, as well as any points
that needed clarification. Then, I customized the second interviews specifically for each
individual, addressing the particular directions set by the first interviews and my notes. Multiple
interviews with each participant provided an opportunity to reflect upon significant aspects of
initial discussions in order to devise further topics for the succeeding conversations. Table 3
provides the dates and lengths of each of the meetings, noting that Maryam and Reem came
together to their second session and that I conducted a brief tertiary interview with Aseel.
Table 3 Date and Length of Interview Sessions:
Participant

First Meeting
Second Meeting
Date
Length
Date*
Length
Maryam
5.30.15
49:54
6.19.15
32:05
Reem
6.5.15
48:26
6.19.15
32:05
Nora
6.4.15
42:10
6.25.15
22:49
Aseel
6.9.15
20:30
6.12.15
1:05:53
*
Maryam & Reem attended session together on 6.19.15

Third Meeting
Date
Length

6.15.15

2:00
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Longitudinal Study Sessions

Yara was one of the observation participants during my second set of observations (June,
2015), but her most integral contribution to my research project transpired in the longitudinal
study. To participate in the longitudinal study, Yara filled out the interview/longitudinal study
(Arabic/English) consent form (included in Appendix A). Her teacher approached me, confiding
that Yara was too shy to attend any of the extra help sessions that the school provided—but that
she wanted a conversation tutor at her home. Although Yara planned to pay me, I offered to meet
with her on a weekly basis to help her with English conversation, and in exchange she answered
my questions. Her teacher’s involvement and encouragement, along with her own drive to have
an English conversation partner, assured Yara of the value of her participation in the study and
enhanced her sense of security. Table 4 provides the background information and descriptor for
the longitudinal study participant.
Table 4 Longitudinal Study Participant:
Name*
Background Information

While Yara admitted that she was quiet
and afraid to talk in front of people, she
exhibited a lot of confidence in her
abilities and goals. She described herself
as very emotional, and often laughed
and cried while telling her stories. She
was deeply devoted to her family and
struggled with homesickness.
Eventually, she would like to have a job
and raise her family. She returned to
Saudi Arabia when her husband finished
his Master’s degree. She has maintained
contact with me and hopes we will
exchange visits in the future.
* Having informed the participant that she would remain anonymous, I refer to her by the
pseudonym that she selected.
Yara

Age: 21
Education Level: Completed 2 Years of
Bachelor’s program
Level in English: Intermediate
Time in U.S.: 8 Months
Time Studying English: 8 Months
Plans after English Program:
Bachelor’s program in Information
Systems
Marital Status: Married
Number of Children: 0
Other Members of Current Household:
Husband

Participant Descriptor
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Before our 1-2 hour weekly meetings, typically, I would be escorted to Yara’s apartment
by her husband. Sometimes he offered me a bottle of water and a dried date while he explained
cultural traditions such as the offering of something sweet and tasty or the burning of incense.
Usually, Yara, in a backroom praying, came out into the living room/kitchen area, said hello, and
apologized while she finished some housekeeping. She and her husband spoke briefly in Arabic,
and then he left, locking the door behind him.
After spending a few minutes on small talk (such as about the food that she had prepared
for my visit), I would ask Yara for permission to turn on the digital recorder, and our sessions
would begin. In the beginning, sessions began in much the same way as the interviews. As we
continued, questions were interspersed with general conversation, and Yara was emphatic that I
could ask her anything. Yara also asked me similar cultural and personal questions. She preferred
to talk about culture, both Saudi and American, and her personal interests and hobbies included
food, makeup, models, and popular culture. Near the end of our meetings, she asked me about
political topics in the United States, such as gay marriage, and she inquired about my feelings on
the topic, offering hers as well. Often these discussions contradicted stereotypes about Saudi
women and their approaches to Western social mores, and these complications are investigated
in the following chapters. Table 5 provides the dates and lengths of each of the meetings.
Table 5 Date and Length of Longitudinal Sessions with Yara:
Date
6.23.15
7.7.15
7.14.15
7.21.15
7.28.15
8.5.15
8.18.15

Length
1:04
1:08
1:26
1:11
1:05
1:14
1:33

Date
8:25.15
9.1.15
9.22.15
9:29.15
10.16.15
11.3.15
11.17.15

Length
0:59
1:20
1:08
0:57
0:51
1:13
0:56
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Data Analysis

I recorded the focus group, interview, and longitudinal study sessions on an Olympus
VN-702PC digital voice recorder. I duplicated and saved the recordings, as well as the
transcriptions, on my personal computer and email. Listening to the recordings closely, I created
a broad transcription (annotating the words and the gist of the conversations)—except in places
where I needed clarification, in which case, I transcribed more narrowly (concentrating on
repetitions and intonation). During the second interviews, I asked for clarifications and
elaborations of some of these points from our first session. However, I primarily requested
clarifications in real time. Some transcript samples are included in Appendix C.

Conclusion

Throughout my study, I regarded collaboration with my participants as imperative. I
invited participants to join in setting the directions of the discussions, offering them the
opportunity to determine questions and topics. Importantly, I asked them to clarify the messages
they intended to share so that I could capture as precisely as possible what they meant. The
participants in my study were open and enthusiastic about their roles, and they provided rich and
enlightening information that informed and enhanced the findings about the relationships
between Saudi women ELLs’ positionings and their experiences learning English. In my results
and discussion chapters, I focus on language learning alongside considerations of gender,
culture, and participant empowerment.
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CHAPTER 4
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION—POSITIONALITY

“Strong, and I adapt myself.”—Yara

Introduction

Throughout this chapter, I explore Saudi women English language learners’ (ELLs’)
positionalities and perceptions, taking into consideration cultural, religious, and personal
identities. Specifically, I examine how four focus group/interview participants, Nora, Aseel,
Reem, and Maryam, and a single longitudinal study participant, Yara, perceived themselves and
their experiences with learning English as a second language (ESL) at an intensive English
language program (IEP). While their commentary does not represent all Saudi women ELLs or
even all of those in my study, it reveals connections among these various identities and provides
an opportunity to examine some of the remarkable ways in which Saudi women ELLs locate
themselves as they encounter a new culture. Because confronting stereotypes proved to be
particularly prevalent for these learners, I address the participants’ responses to the prejudice that
they face as Saudi/Muslim women. Additionally, I analyze the roles of participants and
researcher in our collaborations. The themes that emerged from conversations with these women,
such as confidence and cultural adaptation, extend to language learning, including their strategies
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for participation, study, time management, and communication with teachers. For the most part,
discussion of language learning is found in Chapter 5.
The participants exhibited a wide spectrum of personality traits, roles, and routines;
however, they shared some commonalities, including their willingness to interact with an
American woman, their enthusiasm for education, and their dedication to Islam—and they all
displayed a sense of assuredness about their decisions. Generally, they all come from families
that support their language learning and other educational endeavors. For example, Nora’s
brother encouraged her participation in this study, telling her, “You must go. It’s very great for
you. Very great opportunity for you.” The participants, too, recognized the opportunity the study
provided, professing gratitude for the conversation practice and for the chance to serve as
cultural spokespersons to provide accurate reflections and insights about Saudi and Muslim
women and culture.
At core in any ethnographic research, but of particular import in this cross-cultural
setting, is engaging with people to get to know them rather than relying on stereotypes.
Unfortunately, by regularly labeling Saudi/Muslim women as oppressed, Western society misses
opportunities for connections and cultural exchange. Ahmed (1982) points out that learning
about Saudi women from them, rather than perpetuating stereotypes, reveals significant
knowledge about women’s autonomy that otherwise could be overlooked:
We surely should recognize that Arabian women have been practicing a form of women’s
communes for several centuries, and have from within that exclusively female space
developed strengths and skills and analytical and imaginative resources that it would
perhaps take centuries to develop again. It seems to follow that at least some young
commune-minded American feminists should go immediately to Saudi Arabia (if they
can persuade the Saudis to grant them visas) not to study Arabian women as scientists
study insects, but to study as apprentices and disciples of their women’s world. (p. 351)
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Appreciating the lived experiences of women reflects the feminist agenda to better understand
women’s lives, and actually engaging with Saudi women also fosters cultural understanding.
This point is reflected in the deliberations of some of this study’s participants who promote a
more accurate cultural understanding of Saudi women and “true” Muslims and who advise we
avoid the information from the media and ask Saudi women questions.

Considering Identity

The participants exhibited individual and shared features of their identities—both of
which connected to and developed along with their language learning. As the Saudi women
acclimated to a new country and school system, they positioned themselves using a variety of
strategies in order to fulfill various roles. In their study of identity and positioning, Snow and
Anderson (1987) explore relationships between identity construction, social identity, and selfconcept in the lives of homeless people. They posit the use of “distancing,” “embracement,” and
“fictive storytelling” to generate dignity and self-worth by marginalized members of society
(p.1336). While the authors focus on a population of homeless people, strategies for building
self-esteem are applicable to language learners facing social barriers as potentially marginalized
members of their communities.
In ESL studies of identity, researchers examine the relationships between language
learners, society, and motivation. Pajares (1996, 1997) connects learners’ self-assurance to
motivation and academic achievement, while Miller (2000) argues that learners can construct
new identities through language learning to become members of a new social community. Al
Harthi (2014) delves into connections between community and second language acquisition
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(SLA) in the context of Muslim women ELLs in Saudi Arabia. While exploring factors that
affect students’ attitudes and motivation, Al Harthi points out that the Arabic and English
languages and the cultures may clash: “This clash could result from certain social images created
towards the target language culture and speakers, which as a result could demotivate language
learners and discourage them to use English” (71). Barnawi (2009) follows two Saudi first-year
graduate students as they negotiate their identities in the classroom. Examining their challenges
in participating and becoming classroom community members, Barnawi concludes that
international students’ socialization is a conflictual process involving identity construction and
deconstruction. These researchers illustrate the necessity to consider learner roles and to form
connections between Saudi students and their host cultures. In this section, I present Nora, Reem,
Aseel, Maryam, and Yara’s perceptions of identity with specific focuses on culture, religion, and
gender in the context of language learning.

Cultural and Religious Identities

Each of the participants conveyed how intensely religion and culture influenced her
personal experiences and identity. Throughout the study, I observed participants exhibiting
courage as they persevered in the United States despite initial language barriers and the cultural
biases they faced.
Reem and Maryam discussed trying to work out a complicated relationship between
American culture and their Islamic faith. They both had worn abayas (the loose full-length
garments, similar to robes or cloaks, that are worn over clothing) in Saudi Arabia along with
hijabs (head coverings) and face covers. However, in America, they decided to continue wearing
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only the hijab. Reem explained her decision to refrain from the abaya and face cover: “Yea, I
want to wear my, my, my abaya. But the different, different, traditions, different rules, I think . .
. because no everyone know me very well, know about my religion. Yea, I want to save [protect]
me only.” Reem reflected on what she meant about saving herself: “I scared because when you
come in my country, I think you must put the abaya because you want to save you. And another
country’s rule different. You must respect the rules, I think.” Reem and Maryam both agreed that
changing how they dressed was a way of respecting American rules, while continuing to cover
their heads was a way of respecting their own religion. This decision highlights the tension Saudi
women face as they elect whether to maintain or alter their customary behavior and traditional
wardrobe in attempt to integrate themselves in American society. The participants demonstrated
agency in their dress as they determined which cultural traditions to uphold. Odeh (1993) argues
that postcolonial feminism must recognize that veiled women are empowered, too, and that there
is a sisterhood between feminist women and veiled women:
Instead of dismissing them as the enemy, the threat, the falsely conscious, she could see
them as the varied, divided, seemingly united, female community trying to survive in an
environment that is hostile to them as much as it is to her. It is a multiplicity that invites
conversation between the “same,” rather than the apartness of the “other.” (p. 35)
Reem and Maryam’s efforts to unite with their host country were demonstrated by their careful
positioning of themselves to balance their Saudi culture and Islamic faith with American culture.
Nora expressed similar views about acclimating to her host culture. With the
encouragement of her father, who told her, “Go. You are the same any girls,” Nora came to
America following her father’s advice to “Respect American rules. Okay, you will be okay.” She
believed that her father gave her good advice, and she echoed Reem’s comments when she
pointed out, “Because I want any foreign people come to my country these people respect my
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country rules, you know. That’s why I respect American rules because this rules is—it’s not
difficult rules. I think it’s good rules.” Her father also gave her the advice: “Be careful you don’t
go with any man. Don’t go shopping with any man—just with your brother or with your friends.”
The participants prioritized matters of religion, safety, and modesty; with those provisions in
mind, they eagerly adapted to the new culture.
As did the focus group/interview participants, Yara adopted behaviors that she believed
Americans would welcome. Trying to avoid scaring people, she said, “I miss abaya black. But
maybe the children [would feel scared] . . . so I wear the different color because I want the
children America not scary about me. . . That’s good.” Yara exchanged her black abayas for
more colorful ones in a deliberate attempt to assimilate without neglecting her religious
responsibilities. She even invited me to try on her everyday wear as she was eager for me to
understand something of her Saudi lifestyle. Yara was mindful of her own appearance and
behaviors as she sought a balance that could bring her acceptance in the United States alongside
the ability to fulfill her own religious and cultural obligations.
Initially, some of the participants were motivated to join my study as an overt expression
of their religion. Reem explained her devotion to fulfilling the third Pillar of Islam, zakat or
compulsory charity, which obliges Muslims to help those in need and “purif[ies] one’s heart of
greed” (Religion of Islam, 2016). She also helped others in order to carry out sadaqah, which is
voluntary charity and a symbol of the faith:
I give him. . . because I am Muslim. My Muslim—he said you must do something is
sadaqah and zakat. All Muslim—we must do that in the life. I do that for the poor people.
I give him some eat, some money, not more maybe five dollars but he help him. Maybe I
don’t need this anytime, but maybe they need this. Because that, I want help all the poor
people. . . Quran. Sunnah. . . He said that. When you do sadaqah, I see that, I give you, I
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see that before. My God—He give me, when I help poor people. The next time, maybe
my God help me because I help poor people.
While Islam does not require people to volunteer for research projects, Reem’s religion inspired
her to assist people whenever she could. While she sought to aid specific groups of people such
as the poor and orphaned children in accordance with zakat, Reem applied her dedication to this
research, donating her time and sharing her experiences. Nora also expressed her desire to
contribute to my study, saying, “Also, I can help you. I can help you, so I will help you.” Then
she pointed out, “Maybe I will be in same situation next years.” With her own pursuits in higher
education, Nora realized that she may need volunteers for her own research, so she was anxious
to take part in this academic study. She also preferred to take on leadership roles as means of
assisting others: “Yea. If I can help someone, why not? I must to help.”

Personal Identities and Roles: Balancing Family and Education

In addition to locating themselves culturally, the participants often had to position and
reposition themselves to balance family and education obligations. This observation corresponds
with Norton and McKinney’s (2011) assertion that identities are multiple, socially constructed,
and subject to powerful differences—coexisting in contradictory ways within one individual and
changing over time and space. The participants in my study frequently combined and changed
roles in order to fulfill their various personal commitments and goals.
Customary to the laws and culture of Saudi Arabia, women travelled to the United States
and lived with male guardians, close relatives such as their brothers or husbands. This
arrangement seemed to come with a few restrictions for Nora. For example, whenever I
contacted Nora by phone, the call would first reach her brother, who would then ask Nora to
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return my call. Despite this apparent monitoring by her brother, Nora found quite a bit of
independence and time for herself in contrast to her life in Saudi Arabia. Nora explained:
Actually, in Saudi Arabia, the girls should work on the house, not just the mom, or the
mother. I was active in my family. I help my mom. Teach my brothers. I teach my
nephews, my nieces, just that . . . chemistry, mathematics.
In the United States, Nora managed some household responsibilities but expressed that she was
not overburdened since she did not have a husband, children, or younger relatives to care for and
teach, leaving her plenty of time for her studies.
The other participants were married, and most had children. Aseel emphasized that her
husband was not the center of her world. Her aspirations focused on her own education as well as
the education of her children:
My roles is I want take certificate, high certificate. I hope that. And my children. And my
husband. Aehh! And so yea, my husband, but not for me not the man very important. It’s
okay, I can responsibility to my children, to my home, to my life. I can without my
husband. It’s okay. Yea, [laughter] because I see some women in Saudi Arabia, “I can’t
believe live without my husband. I can’t.” No, I can.
Aseel’s identity was not based only on the men in her life but encompassed extended family.
Aseel and her husband had been married for six years, and she had not worked outside of the
home or attended school since they had married: “Yea, I enjoy, but my, my mind stop thinking.
[Laughter] I review and because I stop . . . this hard to me and mmm. . . when I study and this
hard to me.” This sentiment emphasizes the abrupt but welcome lifestyle change for Aseel, who
felt as though she had not been exercising her mind during her time at home. Accustomed to
being busy taking care of her husband, children, and home, Aseel continued these tasks along
with her studies in the United States.
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Aseel and Maryam both expressed difficulty in the challenges of balancing their duties as
wives and mothers with the responsibilities of school. Aseel described the worries and household
tasks that she addressed while she was at IEP:
I think about my children when they go to new daycare—I worry about them. I thought, I
think what I make dinner. [Laughter] Yea, sometime, you know when you study, class,
we have ten-minute break, I make something and send my husband, I call daycare just,
“What about my children?”
While she was dedicated to her educational achievements, Aseel did not neglect her familial
obligations even if it meant her schoolwork suffered.
On the other hand, after coming to the United States, Reem repositioned herself as a
student first. When I initially asked Reem about herself, she did not mention that she was a wife
or a mother, although I found out later that she was both. While these roles were a major part of
her identity, she described her most important role as the good she does for the world. Without
hesitation, she said, “I think I help poor people. Yea. I think this, I help all people, all poor
people in their life.” During our first sessions, Reem positioned herself as student and helper, and
she reflected on how her positioning had changed since her life in Saudi Arabia. Reem came to
the United States with her brother, arriving months before her husband and daughter:
In my country, I still with my daughter long time. I play with [her], I learn she more
information, I tell [her], I play with her. . . . In my country, I spend a long time with my
daughter and my family, my husband. But here I spend a long time with study.
Her daughter and husband would soon be joining her in the United States, and Reem looked
forward to spending time with them but also planned on using a daycare center so that she could
continue pursuing her studies with the ultimate goal of fulfilling her religious obligation of
helping others. With an expressed identity and life goal of helping people, Reem determined her
English language learning and American education were predicated on improving her home
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country upon her return. In this way, Islam served as a motivation for her pursuit of English
language learning, a step toward her religious goals.
Yara described herself as “Me emotion. Very emotion and I have good relationship with
friends.” Yara also frequently discussed her family, who placed great value on education. In
Saudi Arabia, her father required her to attend college classes every day and did not allow
unwarranted absences. After classes, Yara was expected to study rather than go shopping or out
to eat with friends. When Yara was married, her husband joined in her family’s support for her
education. Having moved to the United States with her husband, Yara enrolled in IEP with plans
to learn English and then finish her college degree when they returned to Saudi Arabia.
While Yara’s husband was kind and supportive, she had a difficult time when they began
their life in the United States together: they were newlyweds, and she was away from her parents
and siblings for the first time. As husbands and wives in Saudi Arabia do not interact much
before getting married, Yara and her husband spent their early months in the United States
getting to know each other further and adjusting to life together—and this new family
arrangement was compounded by the processes of relocating and adapting to cultural
differences. While she was happy with her husband, she experienced much homesickness:
“When I come in here, I cried because I miss my family. . . . All the time cried. I not stay still in
here. I want to go to my family.” She became teary while discussing her past and current
homesickness and how she managed to move forward despite the emotional toll. Yara’s feelings
and adjustments affected her language learning experience as she attended IEP, a program that
encouraged participating in American culture. She called her family every day because she
missed them; they encouraged her to work through her homesickness and pursue her studies. She
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said her family told her, “You can do it and you can learn English. You can successful.” During
their telephone conversations, her father repeatedly told her to “study more and work more
because you speak English when back to Saudi Arabia.” She received reassurance in the United
States as well when her husband gave her the advice to ignore negative comments from cynics:
“My husband tell me not interest about any person when he told you, ‘you don’t learn English.’
My husband support me.” Heeding her husband’s advice, Yara accepted his encouragement and
the support of her friends at school. Yara’s stories underline the importance of familial support
and encouragement in language learning opportunities and progress for Saudi women.

Confidence
Throughout the study, I noted varying levels of confidence among the participants in
regard to their capabilities. Maryam was the most reticent of the participants, showing a lot of
uncertainty in her English, and therefore did not give her own opinion as frequently as the others;
often, in the focus group and in the second individual interview (which she attended with Reem),
she nodded along with her friends but refrained from adding a distinct point of view.
Nora asserted herself without hesitation and took a leadership position as she helped
recruit and encourage the other participants. Eager to join my study, she claimed, “Actually,
because it’s a great chance to speak with American woman, and I can’t get this chance before.”
Nora acknowledged her self-confidence and her bravery, noting that it could have come from
when she worked “with foreign people from Pakistan. . . I couldn’t speak English well, but I
tried to speak.” She also expressed confidence and satisfaction in her reading ability, saying,
“Actually, I like to read English. I like paragraphs, essay. I like to read. I don’t like to write. I’m
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perfect, kind of perfect, when I read.” As she volunteered in class and voiced her ideas, Nora
demonstrated her confidence and tendency to try her best in her classroom participation efforts.
Aseel’s positioning changed and her self-confidence grew with her English courses and
skills. Her language learning classes altered the dynamics between her and her husband. She
stated:
He understand now when I come here in USA. He understand what I feel when I clean
and care my children. Do something, I forget myself. Yea, he understand that. But when I
Saudi Arabia, no. He sometime, do some, “Why you forget that? Why? Do all of those.” I
can’t. I am not, I am not uh control, like computer. I am person. Yea.
Whereas in Saudi Arabia Aseel felt obligated to respond to her husband’s expectations, in the
United States, she grew confident enough to point out that she is a person and not just a machine
to do housework. With her entry into school came a mutual understanding between Aseel and her
husband. She also articulated that her confidence in everyday tasks in American society was
growing:
I can go to show just without my husband. I can understand. I can read what clothes
children, what clothes man, what clothes women. If preschool call me, I answer. I can
answer why your daughter or your son absent. If I buy something, I can . . . understand
what kind.
Before she had as much English proficiency, she did not have confidence in her ability to handle
everyday tasks such as shopping or answering the phone without the assistance of her husband.
She voiced an increased ability to function independently in the United States as a result of
improving her English. Her growth in autonomy contrasted with her previous position as a Saudi
woman who was completely reliant on her husband’s assistance. While she welcomed her
independence and gradually distanced herself from the time constraints of traditional gender
roles, she still desired to fulfill her role as a mother; the change in her life and her family
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structure may have brought some tensions as Aseel and her family adjusted to their life in the
United States and to Aseel’s new role as a student.
Yara’s accomplishments are due not only to her strong support system of family and
friends but also to her self-confidence. She believed that she was successful because “I try, and I
work all the time, and when I not understand anything, I ask my husband, and my husband help
me.” Driven to achieve, she told me, “When I get goal, I feel happy.” When I asked how she
responds to an obstacle in the way of a goal, she responded, “I don’t stop but I can continue.”
Yara perceived that she was known at IEP for being shy and emotional, yet she had a quiet
determination and self-assurance that others may not have realized until they knew her. Yara
illustrated how one’s outer appearance may contrast greatly with attitude and ambitions. In
regard to her pursuit of learning English, she said she gave herself words of encouragement when
needed: “Sometimes I talk with myself, ‘I can do it. I can learn English’.” Like Nora, who boldly
accepted challenges, Yara revealed a great deal of self-confidence—though Yara’s selfassurance was more discreet. This behavior resonates with Pajares’ (1996, 1997) conclusions that
connect students’ self-efficacy beliefs to motivation and academic achievement. In language
learning, as well, a significant degree of self-assurance, whether striking or subtle, motivates
learners to persevere at school and independently.
Yara described a frustrating time when a classmate told her, “You can’t learn English
because you not work good and not understand anything.” She disregarded this classmate’s
criticism, saying, “But I don’t interest [in that point of view]. I work more and just listen
someone, but I not interest about what the someone talk.” She responded this way “because I
trust myself. I do learn English. I don’t trust about any someone when he say, ‘You not, you
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can’t learn English.’ But I trust myself.” While Yara had always felt the guidance and support of
her family before, coming to the United States provided her more time to herself and more
opportunities to practice self-assurance. She reflected that her experience living in the United
States and learning the English language “Changed me—yes . . . Changed. . . Maybe I depend. . .
yea, myself.” She thought of American women as independent, and her experience in America
provided her with the opportunity to gain more independence as well. At one of our later
meetings, Yara described herself: “Strong, and I adapt myself.”

Goals
The participants set ambitious goals for themselves. Nora stated, “My goals. I want to be
a professor in the engineering chemistry.” Nora expressed determination in earning her doctoral
degree in a male-dominated field. Previously engaged to marry, Nora had called off the
engagement in order to finish her master’s degree when she recognized what was “better for
me.” A member of a prominent clan in Saudi Arabia, Nora was wealthy enough to have her own
driver, so she was used to more socioeconomic opportunities and mobility than many women
from Saudi Arabia, and such autonomy may have contributed to her unrestrained attitude and
self-determination. Driven and goal-oriented, Nora exhibited self-assurance in her decisions and
confidence in her abilities.
Aseel’s personal goal was to attain an advanced degree in communication. She explained:
I like it communications study because how to for me how to understand some people. I
can’t understand them. And I like when I see someone they know what they thinking and
they know what they behave for and what the better do with them. I like that. I help the
life better. And my children. I hope they get. I want my children study here in USA.
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Throughout our meetings, Aseel’s objectives and plans always involved her children. Keeping
motherhood as her foremost goal, Aseel also confidently pursued a degree and career.
Maryam described her goals in the United States as “When I here, first, I want to
speaking English well and finish master [degree].” She revealed that once she went back to Saudi
Arabia, she wanted to get any kind of job except that of a teacher: “Don’t like teacher. I don’t
want become teacher.”
As noted above, Reem’s goals reflected her Muslim obligations of helping others, zakat.
Studying in America, learning English, and acquiring skills in technology were all part of her
plan to return to Saudi Arabia and help her country progress. Reem positioned herself as a
woman who offers valuable contributions for improving her country.
Yara’s educational goals included finishing college, earning a master’s degree in
information systems, and “develop[ing] language and when finish learn language English, I hope
learn other language, maybe Spanish, maybe Turkish.” She set her career goal to create a
company, preferably an international fashion company, and she had already drawn an album of
fashion designs. Her family goals involved having children after completing her studies. She
pointed out: “Family and study—that’s most important.”
Considering the experiences of the five participants, I have identified many
characteristics that play into the construction of learner identities. The participants shared
personal, cultural, and religious aspects of identity that affect and are affected by their language
learning experiences. Miller (2000) argues that language learners can construct new identities
through their language learning in order to become members in a new social community. In a
study of second language learning and migrant experiences, Giroir (2011) reveals that migrants
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constructed identities that were extensive as well as limiting, for example, in regard to the ways
they learned to engage themselves in the community. The participants in my study deliberately
positioned themselves so that they could succeed in the multiple roles of their lives while
learning English. Clearly, learners’ participation in new social communities transforms their selfconcept, agency, and social positioning.

Dealing with Stereotypes

Mohanty (2003) describes the problematic image of a “third world woman”:
This average Third World woman leads an essentially truncated life based on her
feminine gender (read: sexually constrained) and her being “Third World”: (read:
ignorant, poor, uneducated, tradition-bound, domestic, family-oriented, victimized, etc.).
This, I suggest, is in contrast to the (implicit) self-representation of Western women as
educated, as modern, as having control over their own bodies and sexualities and the
freedom to make their own decisions. (p. 22)
Because I was working through cultural and feminist lenses, I sought to interrogate any
stereotypes that the participants experienced or that I employed; the participants also revealed an
interest in this topic when they raised the issue of stereotypes as one of their primary concerns.
The participants encountered stereotypes particularly in regard to their religion; they
come not only from the Middle East but more specifically from a country recognized for its strict
devotion to Islam. In response to such constricting stereotypes, the participants positioned
themselves as cultural spokespersons, often choosing to discuss how they defy stereotypes and
expectations for Saudi/Muslim women. They encouraged questions—“Ask me anything”—and
took on the responsibility of making sure I understood, for example, that they were “true
Muslims” or that I did not think of them as submissive women. Toohey (2000) underlines the
importance in acknowledging the multiplicities of human experiences rather than relying on

73
stereotypes. The participants in my study contested stereotypes about Saudi and Muslim women
and emphasized that they believed in their country, in their religion, and in the capabilities of
women. They appreciated the chance to tell someone as much.
Without any prompting on the topic of religion, Nora informed me about what else I
should know about Saudi women with a confident statement about her faith and “true Muslims”:
In my home, a lot different from me. Different beliefs, different you know. In Saudi
Arabia, or Muslims people, they are two kinds of people, you know. I don’t know what
they called, what’s one of them sometimes have a bad beliefs, it’s a small group, bad
beliefs. They are maker trouble sometimes. It’s different. . . Also, when I came here, I
thought, not just here, a lot of other country, like London and like that, and they believe
that Saudi and all Muslim the same, no. Actually, no. It’s different, yea. . . . That the
Muslims is different. That true Muslims not they didn’t make any problems. I think true
Muslims be friendly but different kind it’s some beliefs—bad beliefs.
With religion as a major force among Muslims of Saudi Arabia, Nora decided to use this
opportunity to correct misconceptions about Saudi people as bad people or followers of harmful
beliefs.1 Islam was a major part of all of the participants’ individual as well as cultural identities,
and they detested the misunderstandings and negative stereotypes that Muslims are dangerous or
depraved.

In this chapter, I explicitly refrain from using the word “terrorist” because the participants
avoided the term. In fact, the following exchange illustrates their reluctance:
1

Nora: Yea, all Muslims trouble maker. . . . I think a lot of American people thinks that.
Ashley: Were you thinking of the terrorists? Do you think Americans think Muslims are
terrorists? . . . By trouble makers—like from 9/11—those trouble makers?
Nora: No, I don’t know about that, but. . . I can’t, you know. . . There are tr. . . . I don’t
know how people in America think a lot of Saudi people is trouble makers. I don’t
know.
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Like Nora, Yara also used this opportunity to talk with an American to become a cultural
spokesperson, prioritizing her self-assigned task of clearing up any misunderstandings about
Saudi women. She explained that she trusted me because “I spend more time with you and I
know what kind of a person you are. And you know more things about me and about Saudi
women and you know true, not true. Because you ask me more question.” She appreciated our
process and always emphasized that I could ask her anything: “Ask me anything. . . Ask me and
answer.” Given her interest in promoting cultural understanding, I asked Yara what she thought
was the most important point that I should tell people at a conference for social justice that I was
soon to attend; she responded:
Do you know propaganda? When you do your presentation, you can say to all people,
“No, no trust propaganda. No trust anything about Saudi women when the people say or
hear in TV or in the news because this propaganda. When people want to know about
Saudi women, they can ask Saudi women, not just hear in TV.”
I told Yara that I would deliver this message in exactly those words, and I did, because I could
not have said it any better or any more powerfully.
Yara sought to define what being a Saudi woman meant for herself. While Yara was
certain that the way the media presented Saudi women was wrong, she seemed reluctant to say or
repeat any of these negative opinions about her culture. After a few more questions, Yara
explained a little bit of her problem with the media:
The news say Saudi women can’t study and can’t. . . . This not true because when news
good, I can’t come in here and study. But the news not true. When news true, I can’t
study in here and learn English.
Yara pointed out that if the news were “good,” or accurate, she would not have been able to
travel to the United States to study and pursue her goals. She emphasized the education of Saudi
women, continuing, “and Saudi women can travelling because she want to learn more.”
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American news, to Yara, was full of “can’t, can’t” for Saudi women, and she wanted everyone to
know what Saudi women can do—and education was one point of pride for her:
I want American people know about Saudi woman can study and learn everything. Same
any woman in another country. Because some people [think] Saudi women not study and
not learn anything. But when you write, I think many people, you know, read about Saudi
women.
Yara dismissed any ideas of women’s inferiority and expressed importance in making sure the
rest of the world did not see them as subordinate.
Stereotyping and expectations are problems inhibiting cultural understanding; this
phenomenon is not unilateral, however, and Yara admitted that, before she arrived in America,
she had held and later dismissed her own preconceived notions about Americans. She had feared
living with the stereotypes she would face as a Saudi/Muslim woman in the United States.
Despite the existence of prejudice against Saudis and Muslims in the United States, Yara found
that she was treated with kindness in the small city where she lived as well as in the larger city
she often visited. She thought everyone would be afraid of her because she covered her face,
“But no, all people when see me, smile. Yea, and I change idea for people America.” Perhaps her
own willingness to get to know people and to change her mind about Americans sparked her
interest in further improving cultural understanding between Saudis and Americans.
While Yara had to confront her own prejudices and worries about Americans rejecting
her and her culture, she also mentioned that she had found some of her positive predetermined
ideas about American women to be true: “American women beautiful and woman America
smart, is smart, and woman America depend herself.” Yara had discovered these features of
American women in films, and she believed they were accurate and positive qualities. When
comparing cultural expectations for women, Yara realized that people from other cultures
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disapproved of the restrictions on women in Saudi Arabia, such as the exclusion of women from
driving. She described this restriction as a rule that she followed in Saudi Arabia but noted that
there are exceptions to that rule and that, when women are allowed to drive, she will do so. She
was resigned to the laws but also seemed optimistic about the gradual increase in opportunities
for women in her home country.
Yara’s acknowledgment of these opportunities as progress may diverge from the
traditional cultural and religious designation, for many Saudis and Muslims, of women as
mothers. Al-Aloola (2008) explains that women and men are viewed equally in honor but do not
live in absolute equality due to their differences and have been given responsibilities and rights
that suit them. She insists that Saudi Arabia does not give men superior educational opportunities
over women but separate opportunities based on equity. Al-Aloola provides reasons for
segregation that involve protecting women and girls and helping them excel in school as well as
in the workplace. Most importantly, she brings to light the rationales for many of the gender
discrepancies in Saudi Arabia that are often disputed by non-Saudis. As Nora and Yara revealed,
Saudi women often travel to the United States recognizing they must prove they are neither
threats nor passive subordinates; they have come to learn English, join in academic discussions,
and bridge cultures—an extraordinary venture. This mission of the participants to eliminate
stereotypes and connect cultures is a noble undertaking.
Despite Mohanty’s (2003) trenchant warning, feminists may also be guilty of
constructing Muslim women as “other” and clinging to the stereotype of the submissive Muslim
woman, so that Western nations can set themselves apart as progressive and enlightened.
However, scholars such as Ahmed (1982), Odeh (1993), and Sverdljuk (2017) promote the
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notion that Muslim women have agency. Over three decades ago, Ahmed noted how the
stereotypes of Muslim women held by Western women perpetuate misunderstandings and
damage relationships between cultures. In the following decade, Odeh highlighted the agency of
veiled women and promoted a sisterhood between feminist women and veiled women. More
recently, Sverdljuk argued that Western nations reinforce the stereotype of the Muslim woman as
traditional and oppressed in order to distinguish themselves as advanced. However, according to
Sverdljuk, “it is possible to combine living in accordance with Muslim religious traditions while
at the same time developing a sense of agency and the ability to contribute to technological
development and progress” (p. 11). Participants in my study, especially Nora and Yara,
established their desires and actions that subvert conventional expectations of the inhibited
Saudi/Muslim woman. They recognized Western stereotypes of Saudi and Muslim people and
expressed a desire to clear up the misconceptions. Nora sought to clarify that, while a small
number of people caused trouble under the name of Islam, “true Muslims” were peaceful people;
Yara insisted that if Muslim women were as subservient as Western media portrays them, she
would not have been allowed to travel to the United States to further her education. Nora, Yara,
Aseel, Maryam, and Reem all exhibited confidence in their behaviors and decisions revealing the
agency of Saudi women that is often overlooked. By perceiving Muslim women only as socially
repressed and submissive, Western society misses opportunities for connections and cultural
exchange. Furthermore, this stereotyping causes problems for those Western feminisms that
value Western-defined qualities of liberalism and inclusivity as goals. Condemning Islam and
isolating Saudi women as “other” are actions that fail to promote the values of feminism and
impede opportunities for solidarity with Saudi/Muslim women.
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Collaborations: Positionings of Participants and Researcher

While I investigated the positionings of the participants in my study, I could not neglect
my own positionings as the researcher. Inspired by directions of postcolonial feminist theory, I
attempted to approach my research questions in a way that recognized the challenges that come
from a native Western woman observing Saudi women visiting and studying in the United
States. Carefully recognizing the political implications and practicing a respectful and
compassionate approach, I strove to avoid judgment and bias and sought to understand the
perceptions of the Saudi women ELLs.
The pursuit as a feminist researcher to write about participants without appropriating their
experiences or words involves resisting harmful stereotyping. Reinvoking Mohanty’s (2003)
criticism of Western feminists for categorizing non-Western women as “other,” different, or
deviant, I pursued a respectful approach to writing about this population of Saudi women. I
attempted to avoid reinscribing a power imbalance based on stereotypes. Because the
participants and I are from different cultures, I have been inevitably concerned about identity and
cultural appropriation. Collins (1998) and hooks (1984) protest that feminist sociology has
contributed to the misrepresentation, marginalization, and appropriation of women of color and
their voices. Collins (2000, 1998), Harding (1991), hooks (1984), and McCorkel and Myers
(2003) warn that researchers’ class and status privileges often inhibit them from recognizing how
the research develops along racist and heterosexist assumptions and risks the commodification of
people’s pain for the researchers’ career gains. Naples (2003) writes about how one determines
the relationship between the researcher and the person or group being researched. She discusses
how these relationships are negotiated and renegotiated during the research process through
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everyday conversations and interactive activities. Kirsch and Ritchie (2003) advise researchers to
locate the experiences of others, while also recognizing the impossibility of ever fully
understanding another’s experiences. In their discussion of Ritchie’s study, they demonstrate
how careful collaboration with participants can maintain the participants’ messages and
purposes. Ritchie’s efforts to avoid appropriating participants’ experiences as she wrote for her
own purposes are commendable, and her openness about the complexities and difficulties in such
a task brings to light the multiplicity of the participants as well as herself as the researcher. I
attempted to follow this model during careful collaboration with the participants in my study and
while relating their intended messages in my writing.
Working with the population in my study and maintaining my integrity as a researcher
were complicated goals as the participants seemed to appreciate me as a resource for language
learning and as a spokesperson: some of them directly designated me as their voice. The task of
speaking for Saudi women as a Western feminist was complex. Returning to the earlier cautions
about appropriating voice, I had to ask myself whether I could or should take such a stance since
they assigned me the task, and if/when I did, what should I say and how should I say it? This
position of being co-opted to speak for the participants in order to communicate their messages
to other people was precarious.
Their designation of me as their representative positioned me as a researcher with a
complex but positive task. As a white American researcher with ties to institutions that these
women were depending on, I had to determine as precisely as possible what was expected of me
and address concerns about whether serving as my participants’ voice could promote or inhibit
their agency and empowerment. I contend that it is not an either/or in which we must either risk
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reinforcing power dynamics by speaking on behalf of someone or decline this designation for the
sake of forthright academic work. Instead, I argue that we can collaborate and serve our
participants despite competing statuses—when participants ask us to. I must emphasize that in
order to do so, it is vital, at the same time, to provide participants with the tools needed to speak
for and empower themselves. In the instance of ELLs, helping them to foster their language
learning and move toward more education and credentials promotes their ability to communicate
and to empower themselves.

Conclusion

The participants’ stories and ideas about identity provide a rich and thematic foundation
to consider in connection with their language learning. With their help, I have identified a variety
of ways that they have acclimated to the United States and IEP by positioning and repositioning
themselves in effort to succeed in their many roles. Having written about positioning, in the next
chapter, I will concentrate on how that positioning was instantiated specifically in the context of
learning English as a second language.
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CHAPTER 5
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION—ENGLISH LANGUAGE LEARNING
“. . . I feel shy. I can’t raise my hand.”—Aseel

Introduction

Throughout the conversations that I had with the five participants, four of them, Maryam,
Reem, Aseel, and Yara, described themselves as shy. Often this shyness prevented them from
speaking up in class, raising their hands, and asking the teacher questions, and it hindered their
ability to perform well in groupwork or class presentations. With the participants allocating little
time for speaking English outside of the intensive English program (IEP), they desired—but
struggled—to include themselves in the linguistic space of the classroom. Some of the
participants recognized a gradual increase in comfort levels and participation due to selfmotivation strategies or the teachers’ guidance. Keeping in mind that engagement is linked to
active learning, along with the participants’ recognition of their need to speak English and be
involved in the classroom, I examine the participants’ perspectives on shyness, interaction, and
participation in relation to their classroom experiences.
Having explored a variety of influences on identity construction and preservation in
Chapter 4, in this chapter, I review the general situation of women’s education in Saudi Arabia,
examine the participants’ individual learning strategies, analyze their experiences of engagement
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and participation in the English as a second language (ESL) classroom, and offer practical
suggestions. In the section on individual learning strategies, I focus on participants’ use of
English and individual study habits. In my discussion of classroom engagement and
participation, I investigate the interactions among students in the classroom and those between
students and teachers. More specifically, I examine participants’ perceptions of the classroom,
including gender issues, teacher personas, teacher approaches, and stereotypes. By understanding
the reticence of the many Saudi women English language learners (ELLs) who consider
themselves “shy” without labeling all of these learners as such, educators will learn how to invite
all students into the linguistic space. Noting the complicated endeavor to demonstrate cultural
awareness while avoiding the perpetuation of stereotypes, I consider ways to foster an inclusive
classroom. Ultimately, I highlight the various ways that gender and culture affect interaction in
the classroom to suggest that, with careful revisioning of feminist and multicultural perspectives,
educators will engage learners while fostering a shared linguistic space and intercultural
competency.

Educational Background

A foundational awareness of the educational background of Saudi students will help
provide educators with an understanding of the drastic changes Saudi women face regarding
setting and interaction. A common Western concept of Saudi education is that it is
discriminatory against women and inferior to Western education. Of course, in many ways,
women are limited in their activities and participation as citizens of Saudi Arabia. Al-Rasheed
(2013) argues that Saudi education, while essential to women’s well-being and progress, is used
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to impress the principles of religious nationalism upon women and to compel their devotion to
the state. She emphasizes the multitude of women’s voices that enable her to trust that, though
the process is difficult and slow, the women of Saudi Arabia will move forward to become “full
citizens” of their state (p. 295). She highlights the necessity of a fuller understanding of Saudi
women and emphasizes areas for improvement in gender politics and in the lives of women.
In contrast, to reiterate Al-Aloola’s (2008) point, Saudi culture tends to base educational
opportunities on notions of equity and provides opportunities that are suitable for Saudi women.
Considering that Bubshait (2008) views women’s education in Saudi Arabia as a suitable
environment to meet the students’ goals—learning while keeping up with their motherly, wifely,
or daughterly duties and being good citizens—ESL teachers in the United States ought to
understand, if not make provisions for, students with their immediate academic and holistic goals
in mind.

Individual Learning Strategies

Speaking in English

In order to attain their language learning goals, the participants employed various
strategies in and out of the classroom. Communicative teaching methodology emphasizes
interaction as the primary goal of study, and with the understanding that the most beneficial and
practical way to develop spoken English is to practice, that is, to speak, English, I investigated
the participants’ use of English beyond their classroom. As is the case for many international
students, the participants usually spoke in their home language when outside of school. While
Nora usually spoke in Arabic, she also informed me that “sometimes we try to speak English at
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home, me and my brother, yea. Also, sometimes I invite my friends from other country, from
China, from Panama, from Ecuador, to my apartment and speak. Make small party like this.” Of
the participants, Nora was the only one who made time for social activities with conversations in
English.
The rest of the participants disclosed that they regularly spoke in Arabic because their
Arabic-speaking family members and friends were at the school. Reem claimed, “I want to speak
English, but I don’t have any person talk with me [laughter]. . . I save [remember] more
vocabulary in English but can’t use here because I don’t have any time to talk with any person.”
Reem recognized that only to “save” vocabulary words limited her English development. In
order to communicate effectively, learners need to engage themselves in the host country and
talk to people. However, Reem, along with Maryam and Yara, admitted she seldom used English
unless she was shopping or eating out at a restaurant. The participants found their first language
more comfortable and, when surrounded by other Arabic speakers, more convenient.
Aseel spoke mostly Arabic in her household with some English when studying with her
husband or when communicating with her young daughter, who preferred English, which she
used at preschool. While her daughter favored speaking in English, Aseel would “try speak
Arabic because when you go home, all of us speak Arabic, she should learn a little bit Arabic
because she need understand them when we go Saudi Arabia.” Aseel expressed concerns about
keeping her daughter connected to her family and to Saudi Arabia, so she encouraged their
speaking in Arabic. In some ways, her young daughter helped her practice English; however, the
mother and daughter preferred different languages, a distinction which added some resistance
stemming from fulfilling larger familial and cultural system communication expectations. Birner
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(2012) explains that when a family relocates to the United States and maintains ties to their
ethnic roots, they may desire to continue speaking their home language:
In this case, being able to speak the language of the family’s ethnic heritage may be
important for the child’s sense of cultural identity. To be unable to speak the family’s
language could make a child feel like an outsider within his or her own family; speaking
the family’s language gives the child a sense of identity and belonging. (n.p.)
In many cases, parents want their children to succeed in the second language, the language of the
host culture, recognizing the educational, social, cultural, and cognitive benefits, but they still
have some reservations. Guidebooks, such as Baker (2007), address parents’ concerns about
raising multilingual families, answering questions such as “Will learning a second language
interfere with development in the first language?” (p. 38) and “My second language is not
perfect. Should I speak it to my child?” (p. 96). This cross-generational language use divide has
been attested in a number of ELL settings. For learners who frequently communicate with their
families in Saudi Arabia, for those who are parents, and for those who clearly intend to return
home, the tension caused by balancing cultural ties and languages may be particularly acute.
While all of the participants paid attention in class and worked diligently on their
assignments, Nora was the only one who actively sought social time to practice her English
conversation skills. The rest of the participants—more confident speaking Arabic and often
surrounded by Arabic-speaking family or friends—turned to Arabic for social purposes as well
as for sharing their needs, sometimes relying, for example, on husbands to communicate for
them. Nevertheless, with English practice, however little, the participants noticed gradual
increases in cultural knowledge and connectedness. They felt they had eventually removed the
language barrier that enabled isolation and dependence. The ability to communicate with their
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host culture reduced loneliness, enhancing their lifestyles and further motivating them to
improve their English.

Individual Study Habits

While Nora and Yara designated time to complete their homework and even to continue
with additional study, most participants encountered time constraints due to familial
commitments. Aseel, Reem, and Maryam resolved to fulfill homework assignments and
household duties, such as cooking, cleaning, and taking care of children. Reem and Maryam
found the balance of household duties and homework challenging but achievable—but did not
work on their English beyond the class assignments.
Reem and Aseel both revealed difficulties in completing their homework in the presence
of family members. Reem’s brother, who was also a student at IEP, offered too much assistance,
providing her with answers for the assignments and thus interfering with her learning process:
“Yea, because he has more English, more vocab. He can do speaking very well. The first session
I study with my brother, he help me. I said I don’t he help me because I want to learn.” She
emphasized, “When my brother with me, I can never learn,” admitting that she wanted to work
independently, but that she still asked her brother for help. Her brother’s company, along with
his role as her guardian, provided comfort and ease, especially when homework lessons were
challenging. This situation produced tension between a desire for independent learning and the
reliance on a family member to help.
For Aseel, who had two young children, household duties often interfered with her
completion of homework and certainly prevented any additional study of her own. Aseel and her
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husband were both students, and she explained, that during homework time, “My husband go to
library because he can’t study with the noise my children.” Meanwhile, Aseel remained at home:
But I am with my children. I do something for my children, watch movie to take fun, to . .
. I can’t, I can’t study more. I can’t do something like homework. I give them everything!
Take the phone, take the . . . watch movie. It’s okay. Eat everything, but quiet, because I
want study.
Experiencing distractions and interruptions, Aseel sometimes could not find the time or muster
the energy to complete her work. She did not regularly focus on improving her language skills
but instead worried about completing her tasks as the primary caretaker of the children and
household.
In contrast, Nora devoted much of her time to her English study. She regularly finished
her homework assignments and then continued her studies with additional practice:
Nora:

Yea. If I don’t have homework, I try to translate some vocab, new vocab.

Ashley:

So you just keep studying even if you don’t have homework?

Nora:

Yea. I have small stories to read. Yea, we should to read it.

Nora considered one of the most useful promptings from a teacher was “when my teacher—it’s
difficult, but it’s useful—when my teacher said to me, go to home and record your voice.” She
reported that the suggestion improved her pronunciation, and she was grateful for the extra
guidance for her individual study.
Yara also used a variety of techniques for her individual study. She claimed reading,
writing, and listening to news as her best skills. She bought a book of three short stories and had
begun reading them on her own. At her husband’s suggestion, she also taped vocabulary words
on the refrigerator so she could study while she cooked or washed. Her sister, who was studying
English in Saudi Arabia, sometimes asked Yara for grammar tips. Tutoring her sister helped
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them both to learn: “Help you and help me.” When she traveled back to Saudi Arabia, she
practiced English with her housekeeper from the Philippines. In order to practice English by
herself, Yara also purchased phone applications with language lessons and conversational
partners. She found these features helpful and continued using the applications after she stopped
attending IEP. Like Nora, who also did not have any children but had the encouragement of her
male guardian, Yara completed her homework and then worked beyond the assignments,
molding her individual study to fit her needs and preferences.
While all of the participants expressed dedication to their goal of learning English, the
time and quality of their individualized study depended entirely on their family situations. The
women who took care of children had little to no time available for homework, the women who
lived only with husbands had more time to study, and the women who resided with brothers—as
well as Yara who lived with her especially supportive husband—had plenty of time for
homework and additional studies. Familial obligations hindered some of the Saudi women’s
completion of IEP homework, while the Saudi men and most of the women from other countries
(who were less often married with children) seemed to have more time available for homework;
this difference in lifestyle and opportunity creates a problematic barrier for Saudi women who
are otherwise capable of achieving similar academic outcomes as their classmates. While some
Saudi wives enlisted their husbands to care for the children or to manage chores so they could
study, the women often found their husbands’ help to be minimal. Other Saudi wives were the
sole adult responsible for taking care of the home and children and simply abandoned homework
when they found it necessary to do so. The participants in my study did not have a consistent
solution to this problem, but often hoped the teacher would understand their home situation and

89
refrain from expressing disapproval and lowering their grades. Duquaine-Watson (2007) argues
that the atmosphere of institutes of higher education is unwelcoming and hostile toward studentmothers, as she points to school policies and practices as well as attitudes of the campus
community that she studied. Sociologist and single-mother Threlfall (2015) offers suggestions
based on her own experiences and those of 30 other single mothers. She suggests that professors
(1) add a syllabus clause that states students who have family obligations should email the
professor regarding their missed work, (2) recognize that parents need to keep their phones on
vibrate, (3) help parents connect and work together, especially on projects, (4) consider student
financial limits, and (5) get to know their students and acknowledge their obstacles. She provides
practical solutions for classroom application. Further research and conversations on these
applications would help provide professors with a variety of strategies for promoting student
success. While some studies and guidebooks provide advice for school-wide support services for
student-parents, deeper examinations of practical solutions for educators would be beneficial to
colleges, universities, and ESL programs. In the cases of these five participants, opportunities for
individual or social English practice were perceived as limited, and the women recognized the
significance of classroom engagement for their language learning.

Classroom Engagement and Participation

Despite their awareness of the import of classroom participation, many of the women
struggled to include their voices in the classroom. Gender and the allotment of speaking time in
the classroom is not an issue limited to the ESL classroom. Mahony (1985) designates the term
“linguistic space” to describe the amount of conversational participation in a secondary
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classroom. She believes sexual politics are to blame for the normalizing of males dominating the
spoken as well as the physical space of the classroom. In her study, she presents evidence that a
greater amount of linguistic space is reserved for the males in the classroom, which negatively
affects the females’ experiences in the classroom. In Julé’s (2004) study of an ESL secondary
classroom, she points out:
Gender as a variable has long been argued to impose marginality on females. Ethnicity
too. But these two factors together may be uniquely seen in language classroom students.
They are significant factors independent of each other, but together they offer a further
example of the often perceived illegitimacy of female participants in mixed group
settings, possibly experienced by other girls in other language classrooms today. (p. 2)
In the ESL classroom, gender issues are compounded by ethnicity and cultural values, further
complicating power dynamics, a problem demonstrated in the disproportionate distribution of
classroom space. Julé argues:
If ESL girls are not given or do not claim adequate access to classroom talk, this must
impact on their learning of English. It seems more than reasonable to suggest that
language is a form of social practice. . . It follows then that the way language is used in
language classrooms reflects and even prepares students for gender roles and inequalities
in society at large. (p. 27)
I assert that her identification of the implications of this matter, being “the possibility of girls
having less opportunity to speak and engage with ideas, perhaps having lower confidence as a
result, and having less recognition of their presence or involvement in general” (p. 27), applies to
college and adult ESL classrooms as well. Therefore, I examine how gender, along with the
variables of culture and religion, seem to contribute to the power dynamics of the ESL classroom
and the engagement of the participants in the linguistic space of the classroom.
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Student-Student Interaction
The participants’ willingness to contribute to class discussions and to collaborate with
their peers is directly related to their responses to the cultural expectations that both Saudis and
Americans have about Saudi women. Most international students face some unfamiliar cultural
communication practices in the United States, but these differences are especially prominent in
the case of Saudi women. Four of the five participants had, for the first time, enrolled in a school
that included men. This change from their former schools that contained all women teachers and
students necessitated a substantial adjustment. One of the teachers at the school informed me that
she learned, having directly asked them, that Saudi women had to take extra care for their
reputations in the presence of Saudi men. Therefore, they preferred to refrain from working with
men until they had firmly established their reputations. Some of the participants in the study
grasped the challenge of attending classes containing men with satisfaction and confidence,
while others exhibited some reticence. All of them had decided to attend school in a new country
and were open to new social and cultural experiences, although they were not sure what they
would encounter in their new environment.
Looking at the strategies the participants employed in the classroom led me to a deeper
understanding of the way they identified themselves in relation to learning and participation.
Maryam, who looked to her friend Reem for help coming up with the word “shy” to describe
herself, revealed her response when teachers ask questions: “I can’t, I. . . when I [answer] any
question, I sure about that.” If Maryam thought there was a possibility that her answer could be
incorrect, she would refrain from volunteering. She attributed her nervousness to being shy, and
when I explained what it meant to feel “embarrassed,” she enthusiastically said, “Yea, yea, yea,”
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to describe her fears. Maryam attempted to answer the questions silently, only raising her hand in
instances when she felt fully confident in her response.
Initially, Aseel had refrained from answering the teacher’s questions because men were
in the class. She summarized a conversation with her sister on this topic: “Oh okay, the first time
I feel shy. I can’t raise my hand. . . Yea, but now no. It’s okay. . . . I should be ask if I have
questions and answer because I get high grade.” Although Aseel continued to avoid partnering
with men in group work, over time, she did grow more comfortable with participating and
speaking up in class, and she attributed this change to her motivation for good grades and
classroom success. In Aseel’s instance, the weight of her motivation for high marks helped her to
mediate social discomfort, an experience which resonates with Al Harthi’s (2014) exploration
that ties language learning motivation to social interaction. Furthermore, Norton (2000) argues
that by integrating the learner and the language learning context into a comprehensive rendering
of identity, the field will better address learners’ experiences of power and investment by
exploring, for example, why learners choose to speak or refrain from speaking.
Yara refrained from participating because her anxiety about men’s presence intensified
her shyness. While she would have joined a discussion or answered a teacher’s questions in a
classroom of women, she usually refrained from speaking up in her ESL classroom due to her
apprehension. Yara found that the different cultural expectations regarding gender clashed,
limiting her from participating as much as she could and interfering with her potential
achievement.
Highlighting the differences in the attitudes and approaches of the participants, Nora
enjoyed raising her hand and answering the teacher, even when unsure if her response was
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correct: “I try to be a volunteer or to try to answer. I think it’s okay. If it’s correct, it’s be fine. If
not, it’s be okay.” She emphasized that her participation promoted her learning, so she put forth
effort in the classroom without hesitation. As noted, Nora served as a leader in terms of this
study, helping to recruit the other women, provide translations for them and me, and encouraging
her friends to share their stories.
For some participants, the host country offered collaborative opportunities that they
would not have at home; therefore, they preferred to be paired up with men and women alike
during group activities. For other participants, the gender difference in the makeup of the
classroom was disconcerting and inhibited their learning. Their concerns pertained particularly to
who their partners might be during group activities.
The participants in my study illustrated this wide range of responses when I asked them if
they were comfortable working with men:
Nora: It’s okay. Different gender, that’s okay. . . . Yea, oh yea. It’s okay. Anyway, I
cover my head. It’s okay. I respect myself. I respect my friends. It’s okay.
Reem: Yea, I no problem work with a man but no touch me. . . With [men from] my
country, I very shy. With another country man, no problem. When I work with
Japanese, Korea, any other place, I don’t shy. I don’t know, but in my country, I
very shy. Because I cover my face in my country. Yea, maybe that, because that I
very shy, when I working my men Saudi Arabia.
Maryam: Yea. . . but no from Saudi Arabia [laughter].
Aseel: I don’t like meet with men, especially Saudi Arabia.
Yara: Me. . . Not all the time speak with the in class because I shy. . . With the man—
men, I shy. . . But with women, no problem.
Of the participants, Nora was certainly the most comfortable working with men. In fact, when
questioned about working with men, she said, “It’s okay. It’s not big deal.” She explained that
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IEP was not the first place she had worked among men: “Because when I was teaching in my
work, in my job, it’s semi-mixed. Not mixed perfectly. But because I was work in health
university for medicine and nurses, the students worked in hospital, it was mixed.” Nora, in
contrast to Saudi and Western expectations for a Saudi woman, did not limit herself and instead
expanded her range of intellectual companions as part of her learning experience.
Reem said working with a man was no problem, but she did have a few stipulations. She
first explained that a man must not touch her. Second, she felt uncomfortable working with a
man from her own country: “Because in my country, I cover my whole body. No see me. No any
men see me. See me. . . Just father, uncle. Just that. Because that, I shy. It’s normal. I think it’s
normal.” Reem attributed her discomfort in working with Saudi men to the fact that she would
not have interacted with them or allowed them to see her face in Saudi Arabia; she noted that she
was beginning to feel more comfortable with the idea of partnering with Saudi men yet still
preferred to work with other students. Her perceptions of working with men, then, are overtly
related to her decisions in attire, which reiterates the introspection and cultural awareness of the
participants when they discussed how veiled to be.
Aseel elected to avoid all men during group work to prevent stress and embarrassment.
She appreciated when teachers realized her preference and refrained from pairing her with a
man. She thought that working with Saudi men would be particularly humiliating for her because
many of them knew her husband, who was also in the class. The gender and familial tensions
caused distress for Aseel whenever group work was about to begin. A memorable moment for
Aseel was when her teacher, forgetting that Aseel did not work with men, directed her to a man
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partner for an activity; Aseel began to panic in part because she wanted to prevent the meeting
with a man and in part because she did not want her husband to see what was going on:
The teacher said me, “Go to meet with man and talk, do some activity.” Oh, I see my
husband. My husband seems nervous, just said me “No.” And I see the teacher. [During
her telling of this story, Aseel animatedly showed her frightened face and how she had
wagged her finger at the teacher to communicate that she may not partner with the man as
instructed.] The teacher: “Oh, okay, I understand, I stop for that. Okay, I meet you with a
woman.”
Aseel reported that her husband also found amusement and laughed at her predicament despite
her blatant anxiety. Aseel was devoted to her husband, but having class together seemed to
generate husband and wife tensions in addition to the discomfort that Aseel felt with the rest of
her men classmates.
While collaborating with partners provided the opportunity to practice conversation,
work out problems together, and teach each other while improving their own understanding of
the material, often even the potential for group work caused ongoing anxiety for the Saudi
women. While some, like Reem, were prepared to work with non-Saudi men, they avoided
breaking the Saudi convention with a Saudi man due to their shared cultural connection and
expectations. To break the rule with a Saudi man could bring embarrassment, perhaps shame,
while not working with any men in the room would further isolate the Saudi women and bring
about unwanted attention. These tensions increased the burden for Saudi women whose
behaviors were being observed by the rest of the classroom. The Saudi women preferred to focus
on their studies, but the possibility that the teacher or other students might not understand them
or might judge them for adhering too much or too little to such strict cultural and social rules was
intimidating. In the ESL classroom, the participants sought to balance American expectations
with Saudi expectations—often a conflicting undertaking. When the students expressed to their
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teacher that they must establish their reputations before partnering with men for classroom
activities, they revealed a clear understanding of the complexity of balancing the expectations of
two different cultures.
The participants clarified that they did not attribute the intimidation many Saudi women
felt in the mixed-sex classrooms to a subordination or an intellectual inferiority to men. In fact,
“Do you think learning is different for a woman than it is for a man?” is the only question that
received an unqualified negative answer from all of the women individually. Their responses
were concise and unequivocal:
Ashley:

Do you think learning is different for a woman than it is for a man?

Nora:

No. No different.

Ashley:

Do you believe that being a woman has any effect on your progress in
English?

Nora:

No.

------Ashley:

Do you think your progress in English is affected by being a woman? Do
you think men and women learn any differently?

Aseel:

No, same thing.

Ashley:

Same thing?

Aseel:

Yea, same thing. Yea, because I have mind; he have mind.

Ashley:

Same minds?

Aseel:

Yea, why different? No.

In contrast, however, generally, the participants appeared to progress more slowly than their
brothers and husbands in IEP (perhaps due to inhibited participation and speaking in the
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classroom or because of less study time). When asked if being a woman affected her
opportunities or understanding, Maryam said it did, but when I asked how, she said “I can’t say
this,” indicating she didn’t know the reason. Maryam’s general feeling about being inhibited by
her gender, despite her recognition of her intellectual equality, illustrates how the women might
identify their potential but desire more opportunity for achievement.
Yara maintained that learning ability was equal for men and women. Because she had
chosen to postpone having children until the completion of her studies, Yara experienced fewer
time constraints than most of the other married women in the study. Additionally, she had
enrolled as a part-time student and had less homework and more free time. Her husband was a
graduate student employed at his university, so he was often studying, working, or socializing
outside of the home. Yara found herself with plenty of time to study as well as to take care of
their home. Her decision to complete the education she desired before becoming a mother
revealed her appreciation of the time that would be devoted to parenting. Familial support for
this arrangement was no doubt helpful.
For most but not all of the participants, cultural issues of gender discouraged various
types of participation and collaboration. Arabic students are aware of Saudi realities as well as
reductive Western stereotypes about Saudi and Muslim women that limit their interaction with
unrelated men. In Mestry and Schmidt’s (2012) study on gender bias toward female school
principals in South Africa, they determine that upbringing and family support play a role in how
the women negotiate the everyday challenges, including stereotypes. In my study, the Saudi
women ELLs also respond to stereotypes in various ways, such as by taking control overtly in
determining who they are willing to work with or by signaling to their teacher to assist them. I
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found the participants’ perceptions about gender and learning to be complicated: despite
declaring the quality of their intellect equal to that of men and denying that their progress was
affected by gender, most of the participants experienced apprehensions and restraints due to
gender roles that encumbered their language learning.
Nora, Aseel, Reem, Maryam, and Yara all spoke assuredly about the overall intellectual
and, more specifically, linguistic capabilities of women and their equivalence to those of men.
This conviction contrasts meaningfully with a current Western mainstream and academic
perspective—as well as Western stereotypes of Muslim thought—that distinguishes various
socially-constructed differences in the ways women and men communicate and think. While,
with the exception of Nora, the participants often displayed timidity in the classroom and
referred to themselves as shy, especially around men, they all exhibited confidence in their
capabilities and intellectual attributes. These learners possessed such confidence internally; with
their shyness, they were unable or unwilling to exhibit a blatant confidence in their classroom
conduct, which limited spoken interaction and added an additional challenge to their academic
performance.

Student-Teacher Interaction and Teacher Approaches

Backgrounds and experiences of teachers affect the relationships and interactions with
students. There is no typical ESL teacher as they vary widely in their educational backgrounds
and certifications as well as in their past experiences of teaching ESL, teaching children, or
teaching adults. At a minimum, the teachers at IEP held bachelor’s degrees and had at least six
months of experience teaching ESL. However, the range of the regular instructors’ education
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also included those holding doctoral degrees and having years of college teaching experience.
The teachers also held either a TESL or CELTA certificate or a relevant master’s degree. In
order to be hired by IEP, teachers were also expected to have a number of preferred
qualifications which include experience teaching abroad, strong oral and written English
communication skills, grammatical and metalinguistic knowledge, intercultural awareness, and
an understanding of the student-centered classroom and the communicative teaching approach
advocated by the IEP curriculum.
Second language acquisition (SLA) scholarship provides ample evidence that language
learning, identity, and society are not only unavoidable issues in the ESL classroom but valuable
for the intellectual growth of the students. Giroir (2014) argues that if educators work through
issues of marginalization directly with the class, they will promote critical thinking and a more
participatory learning environment—vital qualities for the ESL classroom. Additionally, Morgan
(1998) points out that students’ social needs are often interdependent with their language needs.
He considers lessons to be successful when critical language skills have complemented genuine
social concerns and community priorities. He finds discussion topics such as ecology, gender
roles, changing social identity, and employment equity to be meaningful, valid, and appropriate
for immigrant groups. By listening to students, he develops a sense of the learners’ expectations,
histories, and goals. He claims that working “beyond a fixed body of methods and techniques,
responding to the needs of a specific group of students, particularly when their values challenge
your own, all the while questioning one’s own assumptions, is what I now see as the most
important approach to being an ESL teacher” (p. 5). Furthermore, he finds “in addition to
teaching language structure, we might explore how language is used to structure expectation,

100
participation, and exclusion in our society” to encourage social advocacy as well as critical
thinking (pp. 5-6). His pedagogy promotes developing students’ language skills with the
additional priorities of acting in the students’ best interests and helping them to contribute to a
more tolerant and equitable society. With learner goals for language learning, individual growth,
and cultural understanding in mind, ESL educators should partake in discussions about the
interconnections of politics, religion, and gender relations in regard to educational change and
student success.
The participants expressed the qualities they desired in a teacher—some of which were
based on gender concerns and would be difficult if not impossible to fulfill, such as an expressed
preference for a woman teacher. Along with Reem, who was afraid of a man teacher who did not
smile, Yara and Maryam also felt uncomfortable with men teachers. Yara described liking one
man teacher; however, she also said she was scared of him. Although she found him to be
friendly, smiling, and helpful and she believed he was a good teacher, she felt anxious around
him—“Maybe tall and me short, maybe. But that’s good”—perhaps due to his physical
appearance. Maryam explained, “Maybe when the teacher is woman, I feel comfortable.” She
articulated she would not ask a man teacher questions even if she did not understand the
material. On the other hand, the Saudi men did not hesitate to ask a teacher questions regardless
of the teacher’s sex, allowing them to advance more steadily through the curricular levels.
Finding ways for the Saudi women to adjust to the change in the classroom gender dynamics
from their home culture could mediate their disengagement and encourage them to ask questions
so they may progress with their classmates.
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The responses of the participants reinforced my sense that there is not only one correct
method for teaching Saudi women ELLs. However, understanding the varying cultural and
gender factors that may influence the students’ classroom participation would provide teachers
with approaches to engage students and encourage them to speak. Teachers must appreciate the
drastic cultural change for Saudi women in this new environment with men, and they must
recognize the variations in these ELLs’ responses to their new surroundings. This
acknowledgement will be beneficial for Saudi women, as well as for the rest of the class, as
teachers seek to include and engage all students in discussions and activities. In the ESL
classroom, teachers must understand cultural and gender roles and expectations while resisting
holding students to stereotypes. An effort to be sensitive or proactive, regarding issues with
Saudi cultural practices of gender and communication, may inadvertently reinforce stereotypes
and hinder individual engagement and the overall demeanor of the class. Therefore, insight about
individual students’ objectives is imperative to student engagement.
The classroom personas of the teachers affected participants’ receptiveness to classroom
activities. The participants discovered that, when teachers were kind, enthusiastic, and animated,
the students remained active in their learning, and class time passed quickly. The teachers who
smiled at the women tended to provide more reassurance. Reem described one teacher who did
not smile often: “[Teacher] does not smile all the time. He is strong. Man.” His demeanor made
her “sometimes scaredy,” and Reem determined that she needed a teacher who smiled. Yara
depicted her favorite teachers as friendly, smiling, and helpful when she did not understand class
content. In their program, near the end of each session, students evaluated their courses and
teachers and informed the administrators if they would like to request particular teachers. Yara
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consistently asked for her favorite two teachers, whom she found friendly. Participants relied on
the warm facial expressions of their teachers to feel welcomed and engaged; clearly, nonverbal
messages that teachers send students are important considerations.
The participants preferred teachers who spoke slowly and clearly and who explained the
words they were using. They also appreciated when teachers used their bodies, waving their arms
or making different motions, to express themselves. Reem explained that she remembers words
better because of one teacher who uses arm motions: “With [Teacher], it’s very easy because
[s]he explains and maybe [s]he do anything I remember. Sometimes, I remember when I’m back
in my home, I remember [Teacher] how can do this. Yea, I don’t forget.” She explained how she
could retain the material:
Movements and clear the sound again, slowly with the talking, because all American
people talk very fast. I can’t understand. I can’t understand because [I have to ask]
“again, again, again.” Yea, I can’t understand. But [Teacher] is very good.
Maryam also highlighted this teacher’s gesturing and clear speaking as behaviors that left an
impression. In this sense, teachers who move about in the classroom promote student interest and
engagement and help students to retain the language, resulting in students identifying they are
learning.
Yara admired the teachers who spent ample time explaining concepts beyond the
textbook, while some “boring” teachers just read the book aloud. One of her favorite teachers
“help the student and. . . tell the student about the name anyplace shopping or restaurant or that’s
good.” She felt comfortable with teachers who offered students advice and suggestions about
places to go. With their guidance, Yara and other students in her class socially integrated
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themselves more assuredly in the community and enhanced their overall experience in the United
States.
Participants also felt more secure with teachers who were receptive to their body
language. Being able to trust their teacher to understand them—even when they were not
speaking—provided the women with a sense of security in the classroom. For some students,
such as Aseel, body language served as a major means of communication. For example, when
wagging her finger at her teacher to convey she would not work with a man, Aseel demonstrated
her inclination to signal to her teacher rather than voice her concern aloud. In another instance,
she used her facial expression to let the teacher know that she felt frightened in the classroom:
The air conditioner didn’t work. Then all student write essay, and some two I think two
men come to fix the air. First time, they quiet but they do job and too noisy . . . [Makes
frightened face] [To] my teacher like do that [Motions to stop with hands]. Stop. Just my
teacher see all my eyes. . . She understand.
Uncomfortable with the noises and the unfamiliar men, Aseel appreciated that her teacher
approached the men and said, “Please stop because my student write essay. They feel
uncomfortable. Please go out.” Aseel commented, “Yea, she understand. I like that.” The
teacher’s receptiveness to Aseel’s body language and to her discomfort assured Aseel that she
could communicate comfortably and discreetly when necessary.
Yara appreciated when teachers looked beyond her shyness to observe her gradual
progress. When first meeting her teachers, Yara recognized that they viewed her as “shy.” When
I asked if they noted anything else about her, she responded, “Yes, just shy.” However, over
time, her teachers acknowledged her progress: “But this time different. The last time, I more shy.
But now, not more. . . . When I get result for final exam, teacher, my teacher, he write for me,
‘It’s okay and it’s you develop for last time.’” The positive remarks encouraged Yara to speak in
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class, a step that had been especially difficult for her. This point resonates with Aseel’s desire for
teachers to offer warmth and understanding. The teachers who reassured socially reserved
students encouraged the learners to pursue their academic goals despite the challenges they faced
with shyness.
The participants hoped teachers would offer compassion, understanding, and patience in
regard to cultural and communication differences. However, participants sometimes perceived
teachers’ stringent attention to grammar as strict and demotivating. Nora expressed frustration,
along with comedic perspective, when she shared her story about her presentation in which she
neglected to distinguish a language difference between Arabic and English. Although she
laughed about the instance afterward, she objected to her teacher’s decision to reduce her grade
significantly, which brought discouragement:
In my language, some words—it’s different meaning here. For example, when I am with
presentation, I talk about my friend. She’s a girl. I said, “He, he, he, he.” Because “he” in
my language is the meaning “she.” Yea, for a girl, “he, he. . .” My teacher lose one mark,
one mark, one mark. . .
Although Nora had worked diligently on her presentation and communicated successfully with
the exception of one repeated pronoun mistake, her teacher chose to give her low marks, and this
instance left a looming and discouraging impression on Nora. The experience of a teacher
unremittingly penalizing a student for a repeated minor grammatical error is not specific to Saudi
women; while equally demanding of other students, the approach may result in a harsher or more
lasting effect on a group that is often already reticent with nervousness about speaking in front of
the class.
Nora also described her exasperation with a teacher who was “more strict,” and she
reiterated that teachers should demonstrate patience when students have small errors in order to
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allow them to communicate their overall messages. She referred to instances in which she started
to speak and the teacher interrupted her to tell her the grammar was wrong: “Don’t give me a
chance to speak. ‘Oh, that’s wrong. No, that’s wrong. No-Oh. . .’ Yea. That’s make me . . . that’s
driving me crazy.” While she sought to improve her grammar, she criticized the teacher’s
method that disrupted her thoughts and encumbered her largescale academic ambitions. When
teachers recognize students’ accomplishments in communicating meaning, speaking aloud, and
practicing conversation, they foster learners’ language in aspects beyond grammar and build
confidence.
Throughout all of our discussions, only once did I learn of an incident when a student
expressed a concern with her teacher about the lesson. The teacher had assigned students the task
of defining 50 vocabulary words at an early level in the program. Reem addressed her teacher,
letting him know it was too much for her to accomplish for one homework assignment.
However, her teacher insisted upon the importance of the exercise and assigned an additional 50
words the following day. Reem completed the homework to the best of her ability, but she was
disappointed with the assignment and with the conversation she had attempted with her teacher.
In addition to expressing frustration with the apparently ineffective conversation with her
teacher, Reem’s objection points to the tension between the fast-paced curricular demands and
the learners’ ability to fully engage in the material.
Along with teaching persona, the various activities and approaches employed by teachers
made an impression on the participants. IEP teachers must follow a set curriculum to fulfill the
program requirements and objectives; within those parameters, some teachers find a bit of
latitude to personalize their lessons. Teachers engaged the participants by incorporating a variety
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of activities including using writing models, watching movies, playing games, and reading
outside books containing stories and tongue-twisters. With such variety, students used
vocabulary in new and interesting contexts. Some of the participants preferred to read outside
stories rather than rely solely on textbooks. Aseel discussed how stories captivated her more than
textbook lessons did, and therefore, they left longer lasting impressions and benefited her
English learning: “Like when the teacher give me like a story. Yea, I like. It affects the story. I
can remember what the words, what the story.” She explained that following a reading with the
film adaptation improved her understanding of the narrative. Another specific activity that
supported her vocabulary was conversing about a particular word with her classmates:
Put what the words in story or try, just, just talk. I like. Some teacher just put circle
student, all students, and give just one word. I talk, I talk about the word. For my, like, I
like responsibility. Talk about responsibility, for me. Just for me. Okay, I try. Use
responsibility. Put it in the if you try responsibility, talk about it, your life. Yea, I like
that.
Aseel described this activity in which the teacher explained the definition of a word, such as
“responsibility” or “rigor,” before each student verbalized what the word meant to them with a
description or story. In one conversation, all of the students shared a time in the past when they
felt rigor, and this exchange committed the word to Aseel’s memory. Allowing students to share
and apply their own knowledge and experiences serves as foundations for new vocabulary in
interesting and interactive contexts.
Yara demonstrated great thoughtfulness when determining the most effective classroom
practices. She enjoyed classroom topics about “beautiful places in USA and popular characters in
USA.” She appreciated when teachers wrote the course plan for the day on the board for students
to copy in their notebooks; this tactic allowed students to better adhere to class expectations
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while listening to their teacher and provided notes to consult later. Yara also presented specific
activities she would conduct if she were an English teacher. Her first ideas included partner
practice and a game played by the entire class:
Five minutes—practice with a partner. Not same level, no. High level. And maybe
playing like ball like this. Student. . . [motioned “throw” and I gave her the word] Yea,
throw another student and ask another student any question. Because this friendly, and
make all student together and friendly not no friendly.
She added a third activity of group skits. (The only one of the three activities she had partaken in
before was the game with the ball.) She thought the activities were “good because develop
speaking and practice with high level good.” She would also require the students to write
vocabulary words in sentences as homework so they could retain the information better. To
practice listening and reading, Yara would ask the students download an application on their
phone or tablet computer with short stories. To practice writing, she would assign them to write
about a title. Yara, the teacher, would correct the language and grammar with the student. To
improve pronunciation, she would ask students to listen and repeat. Yara said she practices that
technique on her own when she watches movies. Yara valued all of the activities and
assignments that her teachers provided—even the presentations that she despised: “Yea.
[Re]search and read and write. It help me.” This conviction in her teachers and their methods
reflects her eagerness to learn from all opportunities, even the unpleasant.
While the selection of activities is important to maintain the interests of the class, the
methods in which the teacher facilitates the activities is equally if not more significant in regard
to engagement. For instance, during class discussions, teachers have various approaches to
encouraging students to speak up. Participants often worried that the teacher might call on them
unprepared, and this concern interfered with their concentration. Most preferred when teachers
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invited the class to answer questions and then called on the students who raised their hands. As
Nora says, “Don’t ask student as a surprise. Go hope to answer—no, feel more confused. If I
want to answer, I will raise my hand. It’s okay.” By waiting for students to volunteer—or even
prompting them with questions the day before the discussion, the teacher will provide time to
prepare and minimize the anxiety.
The teacher’s method for arranging group work also has the potential to affect student
apprehension as well as the quality of language practice. Nora and Reem complained that when
teachers allowed students to pick their own partners, they repeatedly found themselves in the
same groups of Saudi women. Nora said, “I like to my teacher choose my group because—I’m
sometimes, my friends—okay, let’s ask, we are same language, Arabic students, let’s ask as a
group. No, I can’t say no.” In a related point, Reem explained her dilemma: “I want to stay with
my friends but because when I no understand anything [s]he tell me in Arabic but I no, I don’t
know that.” Uncomfortable refusing her friends, Reem remained in the group despite her
admission that the decision inhibited her learning. She remarked favorably on one teacher’s
method of integrating the nationalities within groups to necessitate English speaking:
When I study in session three, teacher, [s]he do, Saudi, Japan, Saudi, Japan [pointing
fingers down a row]. Yea, I like that, yea. Good, yea, because I can practice English very
more. But when I still with my friends, I can’t practice English.
Reem and her friends relied too much on Arabic, limiting the challenges and learning
opportunities. She preferred that the teacher insist on these mixed language groups to promote
English speaking without Reem disappointing her friends. While eager to explore new concepts,
the participants seldom took the agency needed to find a group conducive to their learning. The
social pressure preventing students from saying “no” was problematic. Teachers might limit
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these predicaments for students by providing a variety of different assemblages of groups
throughout the session, refocusing the students’ attention from social pressures to their language
learning.
The various teacher approaches to presentation preparation left long-lasting impressions
on the participants because they were so intimidated by the activity. Maryam blamed her
discomfort in speaking in front of the class on the difficulty of the task: “Uncomfortable when I
make presentation. [Laughter] That’s very hard for me.” The participants attributed their
aversion to public speaking both to their shyness, including their hesitancy to speak around men,
and to their imperfect language, or as Yara said, “because me shy and speaking English not
good.”
In my initial meeting with Yara, she shared the story of her first presentation:
Nervous. Last month I study reading and writing and teacher want presentation. Me and I
am front all people. The first. And first time. Nervous and sound shake, maybe cry? . . . .
All people quiet and you nervous and shake all this shake. I tired.
As Yara gestured tears running down her cheeks and revealed to me that she cried during the
presentation, she wept again. She described the unnerving conclusion to her presentation in
which she returned to her seat in silence. When I asked her if her teacher helped her get through
the project and if the class applauded for her afterward, she replied that the teacher did not say
anything to her and the class was quiet. This event remained traumatic for her: “I want—what’s
like in here?—eraser the event for me in my [memory]. When I see any people last time, when I
see the time, I want no see. Because I think the students remember the event.” Yara deemed that
presentation event as the worst experience she had faced in the United States and reported that
the only written feedback from her teacher was “Your voice not loud.” I asked, “Did he give you
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any good comments too?” Yara explained, “No. But me I give me comment good. . . I do good
work and next time I want do work more good.” The teacher did not offer guidance to prepare
Yara mentally and emotionally for the task; nor did the teacher provide encouragement or
suggestions in feedback. Nevertheless, Yara displayed much personal strength, both as she stood
in front of the class and completed her presentation and when she gave herself a pep-talk after
receiving the disheartening negative feedback from her teacher, establishing, at least to herself,
some sense of agency. Ultimately, her experience and self-assurance motivated her to work
harder to improve her next speaking performance.
In contrast, Yara had another teacher with a more appropriate approach for her—
considering her high level of anxiety regarding presentations. In this instance, her teacher
exhibited compassion and patience, allowing her to present her report in a separate room for her
teacher alone. Later during the session, Yara presented her work in front of the entire class. Her
language had improved by then, and she had grown more acclimated to her classmates and to
being in the presence of men. This accommodation on the part of her teacher decreased Yara’s
anxiety, so she could focus on her academic work.
While the more upsetting presentation was Yara’s worst encounter, she insisted it was an
important learning experience. Yara and the other participants maintained that presentations
offered the chance to practice their spoken language and improve their confidence. Their
appreciation of the value of presentations suggests that teachers should continue to include these
classroom activities even for the shyest and most distressed students; however, teachers must
also recognize the difficulty of the task and offer plenty of encouragement and advice to ease
students into such a daunting endeavor. As demonstrated by the teacher who accommodated
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Yara with a private presentation until she felt confident enough to speak in front of the class,
there are ways to alleviate student anxiety. A teacher could gradually prepare students to give
full presentations by first allowing them to present alone or by starting students slowly, sharing a
sentence at a time, and gradually increasing their speaking time throughout the session at a more
reassuring pace. As Yara said, “Now . . . I do front of people. No problem.”
The participants greatly appreciated when teachers offered individualized attention
addressing students’ particular learning needs, challenges, and goals; however, they viewed this
devotion as above and beyond the teachers’ duty—and sometimes even declined when a teacher
offered to meet them, for example, during their lunch time. Having accepted her teacher’s offer
for a one-on-one meeting, Aseel described the advantage:
When [s]he help me something, help me to do something, like learn me some, sit with me
and just me, and learn me, how can make sentence or how you should do if you go to
[university], yea, sometime like this.
She also noted that some teachers went beyond their course material to learn about Aseel and
teach her about time management to boost her academic performance:
Some teacher said me, how can you make schedule, better schedule. Because you have—
because all teacher, they know, I am mother I have a lot of thing to do. Yea, sometime
help me out what’s your schedule. They understand what I feel better when they
understand when my children sick. Some teacher not, but when my children sick,
sometime I come late in class. When I talk with them, they understand, they put—they
don’t put late, because they understand. Also, when I upset.
Aseel credited the teachers who showed interest in getting to know her as components of her
success. Demonstrating compassion for an individual student reassures her that she is welcome,
that she has a place to learn, and that the teacher believes in her.
With Saudi women being particularly mindful of the negative stereotypes about them, the
participants suggested methods for teachers to address stereotypes and foster cultural
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understanding in the classroom. Hawkins and Norton (2009) designate language teachers as key
players in addressing educational inequality:
Because language, culture, and identity are integrally related, language teachers are in a
key position to address educational inequality, both because of the particular learners
they serve, many of whom are marginalized members of the wider community, and
because of the subject matter they teach—language—which can itself serve to both
empower and marginalize. Language teachers are often the first contacts that newcomers
(immigrants, migrants, and refugees) have in the target language community, and they
serve as social mediators and informants in the new environment. (p. 32)
Nora provided two simple instructions: “They tend all the students same. They ask about
Islam, about Muslim.” The first part of this solution is to “tend” or to treat all of the students
equally; the teacher would noticeably welcome students from all cultures and religions, creating
an inclusive atmosphere. While the participants thought that some teachers did treat students the
same, they felt teachers did not often incorporate discussions about cultural differences into
classroom activities. Despite feeling shy or hesitant to talk in class, most of the participants
wanted the teacher to invite students to share their cultural backgrounds and ask each other
questions, so that, for example, they could educate their classmates about the reasons they
covered their hair. Perhaps such an opportunity would even alleviate their shyness; as the
learners felt their classmates would better understand them, they could gain a better sense of
belonging. Yara welcomed the opportunity to discuss her culture in class when a woman from
Ecuador asked why she wore a cover on her face. Yara shared her response:
“The first reason because I’m Muslim and I am my God—relationship with my God. And
I want not sad for my God because I wear the cover. When I wear the cover, my God
happy.” And she ask me, “All people not see face?” I said, “No, all women, you can see
my face and my brother, my father, my husband and uncle, you can see the face, and
grandfather you can, but another man, no.” And [s]he like take picture with me.
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When her Ecuadorian classmate requested a picture of her, Yara first showed her a photograph of
herself without the cover and hijab but did not let her keep the photograph to avoid the risk of it
being shared with others, particularly men. Yara then offered her a different photograph to keep
in which Yara’s head was covered. She enjoyed being asked questions by her classmate:
“Because I want another people to know why Saudi women wear their cover, and I answer for
any question for why cover or hijab or anything.” She felt proud that the Ecuadorian student who
was unfamiliar with Saudi customs understood the hijab and cover from studying with Yara. She
also explained Ramadan and fasting to another student in her class:
Ask about Ramadan and [s]he ask why all men didn’t eat, and I answer because the rules
in Islam one month not eat because all Muslim feel emotion about poor because poor—
what’s the people when he didn’t have money? —because Islam rule not eat in Ramadan
become all Muslim feel emotion when people are poor people. No eat all day. Just one
month.
Yara recollected a particularly special experience when a classmate from the Congo asked her
about Ramadan; Yara informed her about Ramadan, and her new friend taught her about
traditional culture in the Congo. Another classmate researched Saudi women because, after
talking to Yara, she wanted to know more.
Rather than being offended by students asking them about their hijabs, the participants
appreciated the chance to explain their culture and religious beliefs as they made friends with
their classmates. This approach recognizes that students have knowledge to offer the rest of the
class, highlights the agency of students as learners, and embraces the unique educational value of
an intercultural classroom. Learning about other cultures brings the students from many different
backgrounds together and provides a friendlier and more understanding atmosphere for learning
about culture along with language—an exceptional opportunity that the ESL classroom provides.
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Conclusion

As the women in my study emphasized, the only way to truly understand Saudi women is
to talk to them, and I am grateful I could listen as they shared their stories of personal and
cultural challenges, emotions, and triumphs. This chapter explored the participants’ English
language learning experiences and considered the various learner strategies and opportunities to
study and speak. The interactions the participants had with their teachers and classmates
influenced their language learning perceptions and progress. Furthermore, with my role as a
conversation partner, I had the firsthand experience of watching their progress aligning with our
one-on-one practice and learner reflection.
ESL teachers can position themselves as allies by empowering learners with the
language, education, and tools to communicate and accomplish tasks for themselves. ESL
educators should join in discussions about the interconnections of politics, religion, and gender
relations as they shape their personas and methods. In order to engage learners, teachers must
critique their own preconceptions, foster cultural awareness and sensitivity, and demonstrate
compassion for their students. Based on the ideas and experiences of the participants, I propose
that cultural exchange and the equal allotment of linguistic space are critical to educational and
personal goals. The ESL classroom is unique in its multicultural composition, and with attention
to gender and linguistic space, it provides inclusive opportunities for intercultural collaboration
and understanding that support language learning.
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CHAPTER 6
CONCLUSION

Introduction

While I express much gratitude to the participants who contributed to this research and to
my understanding of individual and cultural perceptions of Saudi women English language
learners (ELLs), I must note that the participants also frequently thanked me for including them
in the study, talking with them, and helping them with their English. Yara, especially,
emphasized her longstanding enthusiasm, saying, “When you finish . . . dissertation, I want copy
because I want read. I want save because next year I read and I remember what you write. I want
this.” She thanked me specifically for writing about Saudi women. As mentioned earlier, she
expressed conviction in this project:
I want American people know about Saudi woman can study and learn everything. Same
any woman in another country. Because some people [think] Saudi women not study and
not learn anything. But when you write, I think many people, you know, read about Saudi
women.
Yara voiced her belief that this research would depict the participants accurately and
convincingly—and that people would read this dissertation to gain a fuller understanding of
Saudi women. Yara’s confidence that my work would illustrate how smart and strong Saudi
women are has continued to reassure me, reminding me that I set out to do this project because
of my interest in the progress of Saudi women as individuals and as a population of ELLs
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seeking education and personal growth. Yara enjoyed being asked questions that people from
other countries were curious about. She expressed enthusiasm in voicing her ideas and sharing
her experiences in an academic discussion. Her eagerness and optimism about the project’s
potential to foster cultural understanding inspired me and reflected the collaboration involved.
While Yara thought having an American woman show an interest in and provide an outlet
for Saudi women’s voices would be beneficial for Saudi women as well as those who come to
better understand them, I recognized that as an American woman writing about Saudi women, I
must underline the importance of listening to my participants’ words and goals throughout my
project. As a scholar writing a dissertation about women from another culture, I came into the
project knowing I should reflect on my own ideas and goals while highlighting my participants’
notions and aspirations as well. Of utmost importance to me, Yara and all the participants’ goals
lead me, in this concluding chapter, to revisit my research questions, to elaborate on the
interpretation of data and contributions of the study, to confront the limitations of my study, to
offer suggestions for future research, and to reflect on what participants learned besides English.

Reflecting on Research Questions

Reconsidering the role of my research questions, I believe that the initial queries that
guided my study helped me to connect with the participants. With Saudi women often
characterized as the most reticent in their classes, I sought to learn about their perceptions and
experiences and to see how these experiences related to their classroom engagement and
language learning. Furthermore, in anticipation of learning about ways to effectively reach out to
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such a generally reticent population of learners, I hoped to determine strategies to foster an
inclusive and engaging classroom for all learners and to promote intercultural competency.
Having first asked in what ways Saudi women’s positionings affect their approaches to
language learning, I explored the relationship between identity and classroom engagement and
the strategies of learners. I discovered the different ways the participants positioned themselves
to fulfill their various academic and familial roles, and found that this balance was sometimes too
cumbersome to allow learners to spend the time needed on their language learning goals. I also
examined the strategies learners used to build confidence and to develop their English both in
and out of class, noting their recognition of our meetings as valuable conversational practice.
In examining my second research question regarding the implications for the ESL
classroom, I learned that the participants disregarded gender as a variable in determining their
intellect, but that most of them faced barriers due to gender roles or increased shyness in the
presence of men and of students from other cultures who may not understand their dress or
behaviors. The participants revealed how allowing students to share their cultures and learn
about other cultures could alleviate some anxiety in the classroom as it promotes cultural
understanding. They also discussed the ways that teachers offered encouragement. Most of them
noted a desire to speak more often in class but admitted an inhibition due to shyness.

Discussion

Confronting cultural expectations and stereotypes is relevant to ELLs from any culture,
but this issue is extremely prevalent for Saudi women whose traditional dress and traditions
situate them as visible minorities within the international classroom as well as rhetorical targets
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in the political climate. Several themes emerged as particularly prevalent in the lives of Saudi
women: confronting and overcoming stereotypes, maintaining a strong commitment and
dedication of time to family, observing their religious and national obligations, and adjusting to a
drastic increase in contact and communication with unrelated men. Along with all of these
concerns, the participants professed their view that the intellectual and learning abilities of
women were the same as those of men, and that they were capable of achieving what men were
achieving.
In the classroom, Saudi women are often assumed to be silent, or at least shy, and many
of the participants in my study certainly battled with speaking aloud. However reticent they may
have been in the classroom, they were invested in the course material and they demonstrated
critical thinking and questioning skills when conversing one-on-one, expressing profound
insights and opinions. Many of them believed their learning would improve further if they would
speak more English both in and out of class, but including themselves in the linguistic space of
the classroom was often intimidating and difficult, while arranging the time and opportunity for
outside practice proved unlikely.
As an educator, I have my own approaches to encourage participation. On the first day of
class, I reference the participation section on the syllabus, highlighting the various ways that
students can contribute. I incorporate classroom introductions and icebreakers in order to bring
all learner voices immediately into the space in a low stakes activity. I ask students to allow me
to hear their voices during each class meeting, and I inform them that I want to be able to
remember what each of their voices sounds like when I assign participation grades at the end of
the semester. Additionally, I tell them to encourage their classmates to speak up. I remind them
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that we are a community and the best ways to benefit from group discussion are by speaking up
and giving others the opportunities to speak up, as well. As a class, we will work together and
teach each other. Furthermore, as the course proceeds, I incorporate a variety of methods,
sometimes facilitating open discussion, sometimes having students raise their hands, sometimes
nominating students to contribute a response, so that students will experience different ways of
entering conversations. As the world is becoming increasingly technological, I also believe in
using multi-modal approaches to teaching and learning—and this perspective can have its
advantages when it comes to including the shyest students. When teachers assign online
discussions and blogs with open responses, those students who are quieter in class may
experience less anxiety voicing their opinions through writing. Throughout the course sessions, I
hold as many conferences as possible in order to get to know the students individually and
discuss progress as well as any other issues and questions the students may bring with them. By
reaching out to students and by incorporating a variety of approaches, activities, and topics,
teachers will certainly invite more classroom participation.
Education generates knowledge, resources, tools, and opportunities to engage students in
society and improve lives at the individual, communal, and international levels. Norton and
Toohey (2011) argue that future research on identity and language learning must contribute to
“more equitable and agentive language teaching and learning practices and environments” (p.
437). Educators can be activists who teach well to change lives; therefore, the relationships
between teachers and students matter, and the strategies that educators use matter. In regard to
Saudi women, educators should cultivate an awareness of different cultural values and gender
dynamics that their students may experience. At the same time, educators must set aside their
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own restrictive preconceptions in order to treat learners with respect. Relevant to research on
Saudi women, Sverdljuk (2017) explains that two Norwegian cultural institutions depict Muslim
women as dependent, while exhibitions focusing specifically on Islam offer more thorough and
complex portrayals. Additionally, she argues that Western nations often reproduce the stereotype
of the Muslim woman as lacking agency in order to discern themselves as more progressive.
With this problem in mind, educators should recognize a tension in learning about culture
without stereotyping students—a feat that can be accomplished only by getting to know
individual students and effectively inviting them all into the linguistic space of the classroom.

American Conversation Partner and Student Conferences

The participants viewed their involvement in this study as a compelling opportunity to
interact with a native speaker. In order to speak English, learners must use it, yet most of the
participants said they had never spoken as much English as during our first individual meetings.
Having an American conversation partner—one who had attended their classes and had received
the approval of their teachers—appealed to the participants who spoke to other native English
speakers reluctantly due to a perceived lack of opportunity and to inhibition caused by shyness.
Reem asserted that she “can’t practice English very more” in school and received the most
English practice during our conversations. Excitedly, Maryam exclaimed, “Yea, the first!” when
pointing out that our initial interview was the first time she had conversed with a native speaker
for an hour —and the first time she had consistently spoken in English.
All of the participants remarked on the fulfillment of their expectations about the benefits
of their participation in the study. Maryam said she had a good time and learned during our
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meetings. She appreciated my approach to our conversations: “I want to because . . . when I
study with IEP, all the teacher, they talk very simple or slowly, but you, you talk very fast and
difficult words, but I like that because I want to learn and practice with another.” Maryam
appreciated that I challenged her with a faster pace and more advanced vocabulary than she was
accustomed to; the conversations required her active attention and participation as she exercised
skills in listening and speaking. In regard to our meetings, Aseel said, “Very friendly and smile. I
like smile, about everybody. If they learn me English, they get me good idea. Yea. I like them.”
As a result of our meetings, she determined that Americans can be friendly—and she also
learned about herself:
Responsibility. More responsibility. And I can learn more if I, when I study here. . . Yea I
learn. I talk a lot. Because you know when I here in IEP, [I] just talk little, not more. So
you helpful.
Our meetings provided opportunities to speak in English, and Aseel expressed enjoyment and a
desire to visit with me after the completion of the study.
Unlike the focus group/interview participants, Yara (as well as her husband and her
teacher, on her behalf) had sought an American conversation partner: “Just friend in women
Saudi. But I want friend America because I want develop language English and I want know
traditional, tradition, America.” She discovered benefits to our sessions almost immediately. She
described the effects of discussing and reflecting on her classroom participation: “Yes. Last
session I raise my hand and I answer and I sound loud.” Yara revealed that she changed her
classroom behavior after our first meeting and that her increase in participation and volume
enhanced her learning. While I had not offered advice or suggested that Yara increase her
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classroom involvement, the opportunity for self-reflection evidently inspired her to adjust her
behavior to improve her learning experience.
Yara claimed that, through our meetings, she grew more confident and felt better in class
because she was improving her English: “Last time, I didn’t talk with any people, American
people, so the speaking for me not good. Just like this,” she explained as she showed me she was
quiet. She continued, “But when I meet you, no, speaking good . . . just better than last time.”
Yara generated suggestions for other language learners to improve conversation: “Practice with
American people. When she go to supermarket or park or university, [s]he talk with the people.
Or [s]he try to find a partner like you. Yes, that’s good.” Yara’s recommendation for other ELLs
to find an American conversation partner reiterates the comments of the four focus
group/interview participants who also perceived value in our conversations. The practice gained
from speaking English served as a holistic educational tool that expanded their skills and
experiences.
As evidenced in the participants’ unanimous responses, American conversation partners,
when available, would be a valuable supplement to classroom learning. Conversation partners
would provide an opportunity for learners to tell stories, and as Swain, Kinnear, and Steinman
(2015) identify, together the learner and teacher (or, in this case, conversation partner) will
produce meaning through the narratives. In my study, the participants acknowledged the
educational impact of our meetings—the most and sometimes only conversation practice—as
valuable to their language acquisition. However, as only one of the five participants sought a
partner on her own, schools and teachers should encourage students to do so as part of
homework, perhaps partnering with students in the field of teaching ESL, teachers-in-training, or
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tutoring services. If teachers point language learners to partners whom they sanction as
trustworthy and qualified, the learners are more likely to see the value in conversation practice
and to receive support from their families.
In addition to American conversation partners, other one-on-one conversations may
provide opportunities for learners to begin to test their English voices in the linguistic space.
Educators could incorporate student conferences in order to get to know their students and offer
a conversation time entirely devoted to an individual student. Students would receive the
attention and encouragement needed to speak in their second language without the added
pressures of a classroom audience. In this less intimidating setting, students may open up and
begin to embrace their voices much in the way they did in our conversations.

Cultural Sensitivity Training

I suggest teachers undergo cultural sensitivity training in order to understand various
cultural backgrounds and communication practices. While the importance of sensitivity training
has long been established, I recommend that this training incorporate various learner perceptions
about teacher communication styles. One approach to conduct such training would be to use real
examples of anonymous case studies to facilitate workshop activities. These case studies would
contribute to enriching cultural knowledge and teaching methods, for example, by investigating
views of personal space and ways to avoid potential intimidation through body language. In the
classroom, teachers would also be better prepared to look for and interpret the body language of
their students. When teachers begin a new activity, they can scan the crowd for students like
Aseel who use facial expressions or even hand motions to show their teachers that they have a
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concern. Teachers would also launch classroom discussions and other activities with a deeper
understanding of the various barriers students face.
Training could provide methods for delivering both oral and written feedback with
critical cultural awareness, so that students like Yara read their teachers’ comments as the
constructive criticism they were intended rather than as discouraging remarks. The incident with
Yara’s only feedback being “Your voice not loud” points to this need for cultural sensitivity
regarding feedback. This comment was likely meant to offer constructive criticism for Yara to
speak louder and present herself more confidently during presentations. However, rather than
encouraging Yara to speak up in class, this comment directly insulted her voice and discouraged
her from becoming more vocal. Sensitivity training would provide methods for teachers to
facilitate classroom activities and deliver feedback with critical awareness, tact, and confidence.
With training, educators could also discuss how to implement policies that recognize
students’ familial and religious obligations. By practicing the fostering of discussions in which
students can share their own experiences and ideas about confronting stereotypes, teachers could
serve students individually while promoting cultural competence. With cultural sensitivity
training, teachers will be able to demonstrate cultural understanding to students, promote cultural
exchange, and welcome more students into the linguistic space of the classroom.
Here, while I suggest educators develop cultural sensitivity, I must also reiterate the
importance of avoiding stereotypes. Therefore, an important aspect of training would be to
provide methods for expanding cultural knowledge and for assessing the needs of the students
individually. For example, some participants felt comfortable when teachers exhibited an
awareness of cultural differences. Aseel and Maryam, for example, appreciated when teachers
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knew (without being told) of their reluctance to work with men. Maryam described when she
was at ease in the classroom: “The teacher, they know, I don’t no—with boys Saudi. . . I don’t
say, but teacher, [s]he know.” She emphasized that she did not want to raise the issue with her
teachers and felt much relief when the teachers recognized the cultural tradition and purposefully
paired her with women. Aseel, the participant most unwilling to work with men, described how a
teacher could best offer understanding:
For Saudi women, the teacher should understand the women don’t like men. Men.
Especially Saudi men. And some, the teacher should understand, if they, some women,
mothers or feel uncomfortable because they miss our family. That’s a lot. They
understand if I have emergency.
However, because Aseel and Maryam’s desire for the teacher to automatically pair them with
women contrasts with the preferences of others such as Nora, who liked to work with men, and
those participants who had “no problem” working with men, teachers must be aware of and
sensitive to cultural differences while assessing the needs of individual learners. For instance,
teachers should ask students if they would prefer to collaborate in single sexed groups or mixed
groups—and later offer them the opportunity to change their preferences. This line of
questioning could be an extension of a questionnaire often distributed by faculty in other college
classrooms, which focuses more on contact information and goals.
Training might also help educators formulate the rationale of classroom policies in a way
that offers cultural understanding if not concession. While considering cultural gender
expectations and individual preferences may be possible for teachers as they facilitate group
work arrangements, other considerations or allowances might not be reasonable. For example,
Aseel dwelled on the teacher’s response to her not turning in homework assignments that
reflected her academic ability: “Some teacher . . . feel me nervous when I don’t do homework.
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[They] sometime doesn’t understand that you should do. I talk with [them] sometime, ‘I am
mother. I can’t’.” Since Aseel was uninterested (perhaps even unable within her cultural context)
to reposition herself as a learner first, she desired accommodations from her teachers. Afraid to
be reproached, Aseel experienced discomfort in classes where the teacher did not consider her
role as a mother in regard to her performance, particularly with respect to homework. Aseel
sought accommodations, such as excusing her from homework or for being tardy, because of her
role as a mother, yet such concessions may be difficult for educators with firm rules in place.
The issue of fairness is complex in these cases. On the one hand, a teacher does not want to
lower performance expectations for a group of students. On the other hand, most of the Saudi
women had fewer opportunities to study than the rest of the class because of maternal
responsibilities. Teachers who do not make exceptions—in attempts to resist lowering academic
expectations and to promote fairness—could still find ways to offer support to Saudi women
balancing household and school obligations. For example, if a teacher does not or cannot excuse
a mother’s late arrival, the teacher could still offer a smile and nod of understanding to show
sympathy and provide encouragement.
Campus programs can take additional measures to put forward culturally aware policies
and offer information to guide students in their new settings. As most of the participants revealed
some degree of anxiety about entering a classroom with men, perhaps a cultural communication
class at the beginning of the program would help Saudi women adjust and acclimate themselves
to working with men teachers and classmates before entering a higher stakes course as their first
communication with unrelated men. With informational brochures and events, the programs
could provide students and their families with a clear vision of what their education in the United
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States entails. This session should include a segment on balancing family and academic
obligations, promoting spousal support for the students. For example, a husband’s support and
contribution to household duties will benefit the wife’s studies and help the family as a whole.
However, educators need to conduct such sessions with subtlety and discretion in order to avoid
insulting learners’ cultures and family situations. By demonstrating respect for the learners’
cultures while offering tangible suggestions, guidance may be better received and more
meaningful as well as more achievable.
One-on-one advising and tutoring would also guide students on their time management
and language lessons. Furthermore, a required study time could ensure that all students allot time
for homework. This solution would benefit learners like Aseel, whose husband (despite his
awareness as a student himself of the time and environment needed for studies) expected her to
devote all of her time outside of school to household obligations. When husbands do not
prioritize their wives’ studies, a required study time may be the only opportunity for the wives to
complete their homework. While some of these suggestions move beyond language learning, per
se, they do address cultural and educational issues that are imperative to student success. For
many Saudi women, as well as many other parents, the role of wife/mother is intrinsic and
inseparable from the rest of life—to the extent that they do not have time alone. Recognizing the
prominence of the traditional Saudi family structure and the way the family dynamic affects a
woman’s roles, along with the fact that many young Saudi learners already have a household of
children, educators must find a way to encourage students and their spouses (who are often in the
same program) to prioritize Saudi women’s education—and their voices.
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Limitations

Despite my intentions and numerous checks and rechecks to ensure accuracy, my
findings are based on transcripts that may not reflect fully the speakers’ intentions. Throughout
my preparation and research, consonant with the workings of postcolonial feminism, I asked
myself “What does it mean to speak with, for, and about another person?” As an academic, a
Western woman, a native-born American, a person with blue eyes, light skin, and uncovered
hair, how could I attempt to accurately portray the experiences and feelings of Saudi women?
Even if I understood their literal meanings, considering the complexity of translation and some
remaining language barriers, how can I present these messages in the most unaffected way when
quoting them among long academic sentences and jargon? I endeavored to present the accurate
messages of the participants, asking them for clarifications throughout the process. However,
recognizing that the participants lived busy lives with many responsibilities, I sought not to
burden them with additional work. For that reason, I did not ask them to review the transcripts in
their entirety for my own sense of affirmation (Gluck & Patai, 1991). Therefore, I present the
data and analyses as truthful to the best of my knowledge with the understanding that I cannot
guarantee 100% accuracy.
In this study, I worked closely with only five participants, and therefore the data resists
generalizability. The participants’ individual and communal responses cannot be applied to the
experiences or viewpoints of all Saudi women ELLs in the United States. In addition, I
investigated these learners’ perceptions only—without measures of acculturation or language
progress to support their descriptions and insights. Nevertheless, the insights of these individuals
are foundational for developing further qualitative protocols and for potentially broader studies
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that might consider age and social status, for example. Indeed, all of the participants were IEP
students who had recently relocated to the United States. The results may have been different if I
had spoken to the women in undergraduate and graduate programs or women who had lived in
the United States for a longer period of time.
In this study, I carefully interrogated issues of gender, culture, and religion, but I did not
dissect issues of class or social status. Certainly, these components of the women’s identities
would play a role in lifestyle, socializing, opportunity, and classroom experiences. While all of
the participants in this study likely held elevated statuses as women with the means to earn
advanced degrees and to travel internationally, I noted that Nora held an even higher status.
Coming from a prominent clan in Saudi Arabia, Nora was accustomed to her own driver and
perhaps more independence than women who relied, for example, solely on their fathers for
transportation. Nora exhibited the most agency, assisted as an intermediary in translating when
needed, and served as a leader in the study, encouraging the other women’s participation. A
deeper investigation into the effects of class and status on identity, agency, and language learning
would certainly supplement the findings of this study.

Future Research

This research points to significant issues and topics in the fields of language learning,
women’s and gender studies, and research methodology. The participants in my study expressed
interest in being part of an academic project, practicing English with a native speaker, and
helping others. However, as a researcher, I will never know the actual motivations for their
participating. For example, Aseel contributed much to my research, but she also seemed to be
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inclined to voice objections to her homework that she would not have shared with her teachers.
Interrogating further the intentions of participants at different stages of a research protocol would
serve research studies in the future. By including surveys about participant reasons for partaking
in the study, at the beginning, middle, and end of the data collection process, the researcher could
collect data regarding participant motivations to consider alongside the other key findings.
This study also reveals a need for further research in methodology regarding data
collection methods and the quality of stories. Vásquez (2011) calls for ESL teaching to take into
account the potential value for sociolinguistic “small story” narratives. She argues that while
“big stories” typically contain a grand and polished narrative, as in stories retrieved during
interviews, small stories emerge in everyday conversational contexts and are especially
important when exploring identity. Vásquez’s emphasis on the retrieval of small stories
persuades researchers to adjust data collection to include methods conducive to small story
sharing, such as by observing conversations rather than facilitating focus groups or interviews.
Her work is relevant to my data collection process as it comments not only on what information
is valuable but also on what methods are integral to gathering such material. While I agree with
Vásquez’s recognition of the significance of everyday conversational stories, which I believe
make up much of my data, I disagree with her distinction that “big stories” emerge during
interviews, while “small stories” are retrieved by observing everyday conversations. I argue that
my story retrieval methods of the focus group, interviews, and longitudinal study effectively
recovered small stories with much value for the study. In this case, I suggest that retrieval
methods for small stories should be further explored and that perhaps it isn’t the method alone
that determines what types of data will be collected but that the atmosphere, relationship with the
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participants, and language used may also foster conversations that produce small stories. With
further research that investigates stories produced by participants specifically during interviews,
scholars could draw connections between the interviewer approaches and the types of stories
produced in order to bolster findings, particularly in studies focused on identity.
I reconsider the argument of Morgan (1998), who claims that students’ social needs and
language needs are interdependent. Because he indicates lessons are successful when they not
only enhance learners’ critical language skills but also involve social concerns, he delegates ESL
teachers as responsible for promoting social justice. I believe my methodology supports his
points about working toward the students’ best interest by listening to students and learning
about their goals. While I find his pedagogy of contributing to a more tolerant and equitable
society while developing language skills to be noble, further studies to determine a correlation
between teacher objectives, subject matter, and language development would be beneficial when
teachers apply his pedagogy to their teaching strategies. By observing a classroom that teaches
language structure alongside discussions about how language influences societal expectations
and participation/exclusion, researchers can determine if dedicating attention to social advocacy
affects language learning. Additionally, by conducting interviews about learner perceptions of
their teachers’ objectives, researchers could discover how much responsibility an ESL teacher
must take on in order to be perceived as an advocate.
Future research could also investigate the strategies learners use and their long-term
effects on classroom participation. For example, considering the self-talk that Maryam used as a
learning strategy, scholars might examine whether this strategy would serve as a rehearsal for
future oral contributions in the classroom. Also, another learner strategy to examine would be
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reflection, as in the case of Yara who found that reflecting on her own behaviors motivated her to
increase participation. A longitudinal study involving learners who consider themselves reticent,
which would include both interviews and observations, might provide information about which
learning strategies potentially promote reticent learners’ entry into the linguistic space of the
classroom.
Building upon these ideas, future research may reveal how, upon successful incorporation
of the most reticent students’ voices into the classroom linguistic space, the rest of the class is
affected. In what ways do the dynamics of the classroom change when the quiet students are
suddenly key contributors to discussions? Lengthy classroom observations would be necessary in
order to collect data over a period in which changes in the classroom dynamics would be
possible. Additionally, interviews with the teachers as well as students in the classroom would
supplement the patterns found in observations with members’ perceptions.
Another area for further investigation would involve special attention to motherhood. The
participants in this study who were mothers added a variety of perspectives about multiple
learner concerns. Studies that involve family members of the learners would also explore more
thoroughly the family dynamics in relation to language learning. Additionally, I would like to
learn how the increased participation in the classroom affects the learners and their families. By
including family members in data collection through interviews or home visits and observations,
researchers could learn about the families’ responses to mothers entering language programs and
more thoroughly understand the mothers’ situations of balancing home and academics.
The findings in this study regarding classroom implications could certainly be applied to
some degree in classes of various populations, including those outside of the ESL context, such
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as first year college courses. Studies on engaging reticent students would benefit several fields of
higher education with participation and interaction as driving forces. By observing how my
suggestions may increase participation in various populations in many different classrooms,
researchers would continue examining linguistic space and class progress in higher education.
These investigations could develop our understanding of the “reticent student” in general and
provide additional classroom practices to reach such students.
As I originally designed data collection for this study, I considered collecting and
analyzing the writing of participants. I planned to view their written English progress and
consider the ways in which they revealed their identity through writing. Delving into issues of
second language writing, composition scholars Matsuda (1999) and Matsuda, Cox, Jordan, and
Ortmeier-Hooper (2006) write about the linguistic and cultural features to consider in the
composition classroom. Friedrich (2006) distinguishes differences between linguistically diverse
students, including monolingual basic writers, international ESL writers, and resident ESL
writers. Noting that diversity and overlap exist within and between the three groups will help
educators customize instruction and recognize the complexities of multi-faceted composition
courses. Ferris (2003) points out that providing written and oral feedback is the most time and
energy consuming part of teaching and is an extremely valuable tool for students. Studies that
collect and interpret the development of composition students’ writing in response to teacher
feedback may enhance pedagogical concerns regarding cultural sensitivity and feedback as well
as instruction. Cumming (1989) and Fu (2009) encourage educators to recognize students’ first
language writing skills as a powerful cognitive tool in second language composing. By letting
students use their first language, they will fulfill their need to express themselves, contemplate
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identities, and understand their relationships with others while working on their writing skills.
An investigation into the practicality and results of such an approach in a college composition
classroom with both native and non-native English speakers would supplement their work and
provide options for composition teachers. Related to Fu’s study, Hirvela and Belcher (2001)
address the contemporary pedagogical issue of the teaching of voice, especially for the ESL
writing classroom. They criticize privileging the “Western” (romantic, individualistic) notion of
voice and overlooking voices and identities already possessed by learners. They demonstrate that
experiences with voice are multilayered and should be viewed through multiple lenses. With
these points in mind, looking closely at different views of voice and the features of identity
present in the writing of ESL students would offer further pedagogical implications for ESL
teachers and composition teachers alike in regard to writing strategies to teach and promote.
Additionally, this work’s focus on confidence could be expanded in discussions of other
feminist scholarship, particularly those with a focus on issues of identity, family, and culture.
Pipher (1994) writes about the ways in which girls’ self-esteem diminishes during adolescence
despite women’s empowerment. Future research could compare Pipher’s examples to the
experiences of Saudi late adolescents/young women, who are entering the United States—a
country known for imposing fewer restrictions on women than they would be accustomed to in
Saudi Arabia. Generally speaking, with an increase in personal freedom or at least an exposure to
women with more independence, Saudi women face new experiences and perceptions—and their
self-esteem may be affected or feelings of vulnerability may be heightened. Future research
including the cultural aspects of relocation and language learning would enhance discussions of
women’s self-esteem and agency.
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What Have They Learned Besides English?

Aseel expressed the desire to share a funny story with me that involved her family and
her English language learning:
Yea. My husband talk with someone English I understand. Yesterday, he talk with some
Saudi man. He talk English because he thought I am not understand, but I understand
they go to [big city] without women. Oh, why, and he saw me, “You understand what I
am talking?” [I replied,] “Yea, I understand you go to shopping in [big city] without me.
Why?” But he told me, “I thinking learn another language because you understand.” [I
said,] “Like French? Okay, try!” [Laughter]
Aseel found humor in discovering her husband’s plot to go shopping in the city without her. She
was delighted to have understood him and interfered with his plan, when he said, “Okay, okay.
You understood. I don’t go to shop without you.” Aseel shared this anecdote as a funny story
that she thought I would enjoy; however, it also reveals her confidence levels and her growing
role in the family. Much as when Aseel asserted that she is not just a computer to do chores, this
instance also points to her growing agency as her family dynamic shifted with her becoming a
student. Furthermore, it underlines one intent of this study—to discover the interconnections
between identity and language learning. Here, Aseel’s positioning drastically shifted as she
exhibited confidence in her language learning, and she and her husband demonstrated
amusement and appreciation as they recognized the changing dynamics of their family.
The participants in my study learned ways to deliberately position themselves to navigate
their multiple roles within their new identity as English language learners. Clearly, the learners’
engagement and participation in the classroom transformed their self-concept, agency, and social
positioning. As Norton and McKinney (2011) argue, educators must address these issues of
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identity and power in order to gain an ample understanding of second language learning.
However, a second language was not all the participants learned in the United States.
As illustrated in Aseel’s case, tensions arise when learner positionings are in flux. For
Aseel, cultural adaptation and increasing linguistic proficiency brought about a sense of
empowerment within her own family, but the changing family dynamics were complicated.
Aseel’s role in the family was changing; while her husband was excluding her from his plans,
she was able to demonstrate comprehension and some degree of authority as she interfered with
his arrangements. While she sustained her position as the primary caregiver of her children and
home, Aseel also noted a general improvement in the way her husband treated her and the way
she thought about herself. She explained that in Saudi Arabia, he gave her orders and expected
her to complete them without mistakes. (“Why you forget that? Why? Do all of those.”)
However, in the United States, she found him to be more understanding. In the United States,
Aseel was compelled to secure her self-worth—at least to me—saying, “I am not, I am not uh
control, like computer. I am person.” Aseel and the other participants in the study positioned and
repositioned themselves in order to fulfill their goals and obligations. This positioning parallels
the findings of Norton and McKinney (2011), who demarcate identities as multiple, socially
constructed, and subject to powerful differences. Although many of the women in the study
continued to handle the majority of the domestic duties, in establishing themselves as students in
the United States, they learned how to assert themselves with their husbands—at least to some
degree—and to enlist them to take on various household tasks. For all of the participants, but
especially obvious in these examples of Aseel, identities and roles changed over time and space,
and they coexisted and contradicted within one individual.
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Just as their identities within their families were expanding and complicated, the
participants’ positionings within the larger communities of school and society were in flux.
Along with her increasing English proficiency and participation in her new school community in
the United States, Aseel expressed growing self-confidence. Miller (2000) points out that
learners are capable of constructing new identities through language learning to become
members in a new social community. In Saudi Arabia, the women in the study had been
accustomed to their mothers and sisters helping to care for their children. However, in the United
States, they often used daycare, relying on unfamiliar people and resources to take part in
tending to their children. As Giroir (2011) argues with respect to migrants, identities may be
extensive as well as limiting, especially in regard to engagement in the community. This point
applies to the learners in my study, as well, and can be seen in discussions of religion. Islam
emphasizes the obligation to help others, which encouraged Reem to join the study, while it also
stresses modesty, which, at times, prevented the women from feeling comfortable enough to
interact with men. These women positioned themselves in various ways in accordance with their
own religious identities and personalities, which influenced their social interactions and, in
effect, language learning. For example, in discussions of how veiled to be in the classroom,
Reem, Maryam, and Yara established their agency in deciding for themselves which Arabic and
Islamic traditions to uphold and which American practices to adopt. The participants learned
about choices and how to establish their own agency with this element of newfound
independence in the United States.
Beyond their families and host communities, the participants demonstrated that in many
ways they were still positioning themselves in their home culture as well. Jaidev (2001) argues

138
that learners’ previous identities influence their investment in acquiring English as well as their
identities in their host country. Furthermore, Al Harthi (2014), who investigates Muslim women
ELLs in Saudi Arabia, points out that the first language, the target language, and the culture may
clash: “This clash could result from certain social images created towards the target language
culture and speakers, which as a result could demotivate language learners and discourage them
to use English” (71). Al Harthi explores factors that affect students’ attitudes toward their future
selves and speakers of English. Imagined communities, possible selves, and investment combine
to form positive motivation towards language learning as a type of social interaction. Al Harthi
asserts that “people use language varieties to show their loyalty to a social group and display
their identities through their speech” (72). The ESL participants in my study differed from Al
Harthi’s EFL learners due to their location, yet they faced some of the same challenges with
balancing cultural behaviors and attitudes. Many of them spent their time outside of school with
other Saudi people, and their devotion to Saudi Arabia and Islam remained at the forefront of
their lives. Additionally, many were striving to maintain a connection with family members in
Saudi Arabia. With this dedication as precedence (along with ease of use), Arabic remained their
most frequently spoken language, limiting social interaction in English. However, the
participants learned how to combine their gradual yet limited expansion of confidence with their
focus on incentives, such as the desire for English improvement or good grades, to motivate
them to speak in class.
In learning how to speak in class, the women developed the imperative skill of adding
their voices to spaces otherwise dominated by men. Many found that in the United States, or
rather outside of Saudi Arabia, they felt compelled to work with men as well as women. In this
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new cultural context, the limitations of their own country’s strict rules were apparent, and they
discovered how to adapt to new cultural and social contexts with fewer restrictions. Furthermore,
they have learned how to recognize their own needs and communicate them to others. With their
increased confidence and courage in raising their hands in class, they should understand that
their voices and perspectives have value for the rest of the community—and certainly belong in
conversations alongside the voices of men. When returning to Saudi Arabia, these experiences
could cause some tensions they will have to continue to work through as they have become
somewhat accustomed to more social freedom and an increased variety of collaborative
opportunities. The women will return to an environment in which they are excluded from many
opportunities with men, and they will have to situate themselves to fit into that culture once
again—however, their experiences in the United States are likely to influence some of the ways
in which they reposition themselves back in Saudi Arabia.
The findings from my study, along with the research included above, reiterate Norton and
Pavlenko’s (2004) understanding of gender as a component of social identity that is carried into
the language classroom. They point to numerous approaches to feminism that embrace diverse
analyses of gender’s relationship to language, and in turn, language learning’s effect on cultural
adaptation and increased autonomy. For example, subject matter, materials, and activities may
address issues such as power within the classroom context. Writing should provide the
opportunity to allow students to deal with complex personal and controversial issues. This
learner-centered approach highlights transformative classroom practices:
All in all, we see that transformative practices, which include but are not limited to
reading and reflection, personal storytelling, journal writing, and discussion of scenarios,
incorporate students’ lived experiences and then locate their experiences and beliefs
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within larger social contexts. Such practices encourage students to imagine alternative
ways of being in the world and to consider a range of life trajectories. (p. 509)
The women in my study expressed a desire for increased opportunities to share with and learn
from their classmates about personal and cultural qualities. By creating a positive atmosphere
that addresses issues such as identity and power, ESL teachers can support and empower
students who are discovering ways to position and reposition themselves to reach their language
learning and other personal goals. Thus, the teachers’ influence extends far beyond the subject
they teach.

Closing Thoughts

Throughout this study, I have identified several ways in which the Saudi women I spoke
with position and reposition themselves, navigate multiple roles, and employ strategies to learn
English, and I have noted the interconnectedness between identity and language learning. Most
specifically, I have interrogated engagement, participation, and interaction, investigating the
linguistic space of the classroom and how to successfully invite reticent learners into the space. I
have discussed the issues that are particularly prevalent for Saudi women ELLs and reiterated
their stance on the equal abilities of women and men. Furthermore, I have conducted a thorough
investigation of the positive and negative classroom experiences of the participants, noting the
teaching strategies the participants found most beneficial as well as the areas they found least
satisfying.
The conversations with participants revealed their rich insights about their special
experiences as Saudi women ELLs—as a group and as individuals. The findings help explore
how culture affects learning in situations gendered in certain ways. The perceptions of personal
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and classroom success are indeed affected by the recognition and fostering of culture in course
activities and by the successful inclusion of Saudi women in the linguistic space of the
classroom. These connections are reflected in how receptive these women are to in-class
activities and curricular goals. The participants’ stories and expressions have sharpened my
understanding of the relationship between identity and language learning. By listening to them
tell their stories and learning what approaches they have found most beneficial, I can share their
considerations with educators, enabling them to better include and engage all students in the
linguistic space of the classroom.
While I hope these findings will be beneficial for English language learners, researchers,
and educators, in theory and in practice, I also hope my work will help to build understanding
between cultures as Yara has expressed is so important to her, as well. As researchers and
educators, we can serve our participants and students by listening to them, advocating for them,
and bestowing them with the tools needed to speak for and empower themselves. By helping
ELLs to foster their language learning and to progress in their education and credentials, we also
promote their ability to communicate and to empower themselves. In our diverse and multicultural world, we have much to offer one another as long as we listen to each other’s messages.
Part of the goal for this project—my action, together with my participants—is to share what I
have learned: that the Saudi women in this study all believe that they have smart ideas and
important voices—and they came to the United States, despite their shyness, excited to speak
with Americans, to embrace one another’s cultures, and to learn together.
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APPENDIX A
ARABIC1/ENGLISH CONSENT FORMS

1

The Arabic forms were translated by two native Arabic speaking faculty/staff members.
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Saudi Women and Language Learning Research Project
Research Study Consent Form -- Observations
You are being asked to take part in a research study about Saudi women’s experiences in language
learning. Please read this form carefully and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to take part
in the study.
What the study is about: The purpose of this study is to learn about female Saudi students’ English
language learning experiences in the United States.
What we will ask you to do: If you agree to be in this study, you will give consent for me to observe you
in class. I will observe classes from approximately March-June. I will be observing classroom activities,
participation, and interactions. I will make notes of my observations. In any reports, I will use
pseudonyms so that your participation will be anonymous. If you do not consent to be observed, I will not
make any notes about your participation in the class.
Risks and benefits: I do not anticipate any risks to you participating in this study other than those
encountered in day-to-day life. There are no benefits to you except for the opportunity to share your
experiences and practice your English skills. I understand that all information gathered during this
experiment will be kept confidential by the storing of data, recordings, and consent forms in a private,
locked location. In any reports or publications, pseudonyms will be used.
Your answers will be confidential. The records of this study will be kept private. In any sort of report I
make public, I will not include any information that will make it possible to identify you. Research
records will be kept in a private file; only I will have access to the records. I will delete the audiorecordings after I finish my project.
Taking part is voluntary: Taking part in this study is completely voluntary. If you decide to take part,
you are free to withdraw at any time. Whether or not you participate will have no impact on your
participation or grade in your classes.
If you have questions: The researcher conducting this study is Ashley Heiberger. Please ask any
questions you have now. If you have questions later, you may contact Ashley Heiberger at XXX. You
may also contact my dissertation advisor, Professor Doris Macdonald, at XXX with any concerns. If you
have any questions or concerns regarding your rights as a subject in this study, you may contact the NIU
Office of Research Compliance at XXX or access their website at
http://www.niu.edu/orci/human_research/index.shtml.
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Statement of Consent: I have read the above information, and have received answers to any questions I
asked. I consent to take part in the study.
Participant Signature ___________________________________ Date____________
Participant Name (printed) ________________________________________________

Signature of researcher obtaining consent _____________________Date __________
Printed name of person obtaining consent ____________________________________

This consent form will be kept by the researcher for at least three years beyond the end of the study.
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مشروع البحث :المرأة السعودية وتعلم اللغة

نموذج عن الموافقة في المشاركة في دراسة البحث  --مالحظات

ندعوكم للمشاركة في دراسة بحثية عن تجارب المرأة السعودية في تعلم اللغة .يرجى منكم قراءة هذا النموذج بعناية وطرح أي
اسئلة أو إستفسار قبل الموافقة على المشاركة في البحث.

طبيعة الدراسة :الغرض من هذه الدراسة هو معرفة خبرات وتجارب المرأة السعودية في تعلم اللغة االنجليزية في الواليات
المتحدة األمريكية.

واجباتكم :موافقتكم على المشاركة في هذه الدراسة تعني أنك تعطي لي الحق في حضور المحاضرات ومالحظتكم أثناء التعلم.
ستكون مالحظاتي للمحاضرات ما بين مارس ويونيو .سأقوم بمالحظة نشاطتكم ومشاركتكم وتفاعلكم في الفصل .سأقوم أيضا ً
بكتابة بعد المالحظات .لن يتم إستخدام أسماؤكم الحقيقية ولكنني سأقوم بإستخدام أسماء مستعارة في التقارير .في حال انكم لم
توافقوا على مالحظاتكم ،لن أقوم بكتابة مالحظاتي عن مشاركتكم في الفصل.

المخاطر والفوائد :ال اتوقع حدوث أي مخاطر بالنسبة لمشاركتكم في هذه الدراسة غير تلك التي تواجهونها في حياتكم
االعتيادية اليومية .كذلك ال توجد منافع لكم إال بإتاحة الفرصة لكم لتبادل خبراتكم الخاصة بكم والتي تتعلق بتعلم اللغة
االنجليزية .أحيطكم علما ً بأن جميع المعلومات التي تتضمن التسجيالت الصوتية والموافقة على المشاركة ،والتي يتم جمعها
خالل هذه التجربة ستحاط بالسرية التامة وذلك بالقيام بتخزينها في مكان آمن ال أحد يستطيع االطالع عليها .اإلضافة أنه سيتم
استخدام أسماء مستعارة في التقارير والنشر.

االجابات ستكون تحت السرية التامة :ستحاط سجالت هذه الدراسة بالخصوصية .لن تشمل التقارير أي معلومات من شأنها أن
تجعل من الممكن التعرف عليكم .سيتم اإلحتفاظ بسجالت البحث في ملف خاص ،وسأكون أنا الشخص الوحيد المخول بالطالع
على سجالت البحث .سيتم حذف التسجيالت السمعية بعد اإلنتهاء من الدراسة.

مشاركتكم في الدراسة عمل تطوعي بحت :المشاركة في الدراسة هو طوعي تماماً .ويمكنكم االنسحاب من المشاركة في
الدراسة في أي لحظة حتى إذا وافقتم المشاركة فيها .المشاركة في الدراسة لن تؤثر على مشاركتك وال على الدرجات في
الفصل.
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إذا كان لديكم اسئلة :اسم الباحثة :إيشلي هايبرجر .الرجاء طرح أي سؤال لديكم اآلن .تستطيع أيضا ً طرح أي سؤال الحقا ً
وذلك عن طريق االتصال ب إيشلي هايبرجر على البريد اإللكتروني  XXXإذا كان لديكم أي استفسار يمكنكم االتصال
بالمشرف عن البحث :بروفيسور دوريس مكدونالد ،العنوان البريدي  XXXأم إذا كان لديكم أي استفسارات تتعلق بحقوقكم
كمشاركين في البحث فيمكنكم االتصال بدائرة البحث العلمي في جامعة نورثورن إلينوي على الرقم
 .XXXأو زيارة الموقع اإللكترونيhttp://www.niu.edu/orci/human_research/index.shtml :

بيان الموافقة:

أقر بأنني قرأت المعلومات الواردة أعاله ،وقد حصلت على الرد بخصوص جميع تساؤالتي وأعلن أنني أوافق على المشاركة
في هذه الدراسة.

توقيع المشارك_______________________________________ التاريخ________________________

إسم المشارك الكامل __________________________________________

إسم
الباحث____________________________________ التاريخ________________________________

إسم الباحث بالكامل _______________________________________

سيتم اإلحتفاظ بطلب الموافقة لمدة ثالث سنوات من قبل الباحث.
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Saudi Women and Language Learning Research Project
Research Study Consent Form -- Focus Group
You are being asked to take part in a research study about Saudi women’s experiences in language
learning. Please read this form carefully and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to take part
in the study.
What the study is about: The purpose of this study is to learn about female Saudi students’ English
language learning experiences in the United States.
What we will ask you to do: If you agree to be in this study, you will participate in a focus group with
me. I will hold a focus group in which you and other female Saudi students have a discussion about your
experiences studying in the United States. The focus group will meet in a room on the Northern Illinois
University campus in March or April 2015. It will last approximately 1 hour. The questions I will ask
your group will be general questions about your expectations and general experiences of studying in the
United States. The focus group will be audio recorded.
Risks and benefits: I do not anticipate any risks to you participating in this study other than those
encountered in day-to-day life. There are no benefits to you except for the opportunity to share your
experiences and practice your English skills. I understand that all information gathered during this
experiment will be kept confidential by the storing of data, recordings, and consent forms in a private,
locked location. In any reports or publications, pseudonyms will be used; however, I also understand that,
when participating in a focus group, confidentiality among the members of the group, although it will be
encouraged, cannot be guaranteed.
Compensation: To thank you for your help in my research, I will give each focus group participant a $5
Starbucks gift card.
Your answers will be confidential. The records of this study will be kept private. In any sort of report I
make public, I will not include any information that will make it possible to identify you. Research
records will be kept in a private file; only I will have access to the records. I will delete the audiorecordings after I finish my project.
Taking part is voluntary: Taking part in this study is completely voluntary. You may skip any questions
that you do not want to answer. If you decide to take part, you are free to withdraw at any time. Whether
or not you participate will have no impact on your participation or grade in your classes.
If you have questions: The researcher conducting this study is Ashley Heiberger. Please ask any
questions you have now. If you have questions later, you may contact Ashley Heiberger at XXX. You
may also contact my dissertation advisor, Professor Doris Macdonald, at XXX with any concerns. If you
have any questions or concerns regarding your rights as a subject in this study, you may contact the NIU
Office of Research Compliance at XXX or access their website at
http://www.niu.edu/orci/human_research/index.shtml.
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Statement of Consent: I have read the above information, and have received answers to any questions I
asked. I consent to take part in the study.
Participant Signature ___________________________________ Date____________
Participant Name (printed) ________________________________________________

In addition to agreeing to participate, I also consent to having the focus group audio-recorded.
Participant Signature ___________________________________ Date _____________
Participant Name (Printed) _______________________________________________

Signature of researcher obtaining consent _____________________Date __________
Printed name of person obtaining consent ____________________________________

This consent form will be kept by the researcher for at least three years beyond the end of the study.
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مشروع البحث :المرأة السعودية وتعلم اللغة

نموذج عن الموافقة في المشاركة في دراسة البحث  --المشاركة في حلقة نقاش

ندعوكم للمشاركة في دراسة بحثية عن تجارب المرأة السعودية في تعلم اللغة .يرجى منكم قراءة هذا النموذج بعناية وطرح أي
اسئلة أو إستفسار قبل الموافقة على المشاركة في البحث.

طبيعة الدراسة :الغرض من هذه الدراسة هو معرفة خبرات وتجارب المرأة السعودية في تعلم اللغة االنجليزية في الواليات
المتحدة األمريكية.

واجباتكم :بعد موافقتكم على المشاركة في هذه الدراسة ستقومون بالمشاركة في حلقة نقاش مع الباحثة ومجموعة اخرى من
السيدات السعوديات المشاركين في البحث حول خبراتكم وتجاربكم التي تتعلق بالدراسة في الواليات المتحدة األمريكية .ستكون
حلقة النقاش في غرفة في حرم جامعة نورثورن إلينوي ،وسيكون مدتها ساعة واحدة فقط .سأقوم بطرح اسئلة عامة عن
تجاربكم وخبراتكم بالنسبة الدراسة في الواليات المتحدة األمريكية .سأقوم بالتسجيل الصوتي لحلقة النقاش.

المخاطر والفوائد :ال اتوقع حدوث أي مخاطر بالنسبة لمشاركتكم في هذه الدراسة غير تلك التي تواجهونها في حياتكم
االعتيادية اليومية .وال توجد منافع لكم إال بإتاحة الفرصة لتبادل خبراتكم الخاصة بكم واللتي تتعلق بتعلم اللغة االنجليزية.
أحيطكم علما ً بأن جميع المعلومات التي تتضمن التسجيالت الصوتية والموافقة على المشاركة ،واللتي سيتم جمعها خالل هذه
التجربة ،ستحاط بالسرية التامة وذلك بالقيام بتخزينها في مكان آمن ال أحد يستطيع اإلطالع عليها .وسيتم استخدام أسماء
مستعارة في التقارير والنشر.

التعويض :سأقوم بمنحكم كرت هدية بقيمة خمس دوالرات لستار بكس عرفانا ً على مشاركتكم ومساعدتكم في إنجاز هذا البحث.

االجابات ستكون تحت السرية التامة :ستحاط سجالت هذه الدراسة بالخصوصية .لن تشمل التقارير أي معلومات من شأنها أن
تجعل من الممكن التعرف عليكم .سيتم اإلحتفاظ بسجالت البحث في ملف خاص ،وسأكون أنا الشخص الوحيد المخول بالطالع
على سجالت البحث .سيتم حذف التسجيالت السمعية بعد اإلنتهاء من الدراسة.
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مشاركتكم في الدراسة عمل تطوعي بحت :المشاركة في الدراسة هو طوعي تماما ً حيث يمكنكم االنسحاب من المشاركة في
الدراسة حتى عد موافقتكم على المشاركة فيها .المشاركة في الدراسة لن تؤثر على مشاركتك وال على الدرجات في الفصل.

إذا كان لديكم اسئلة :اسم الباحثة :إيشلي هايبرجر .الرجاء طرح أي سؤال لديكم اآلن .أيضا ً تستطيع طرح أي سؤال الحقا ً
وذلك عن طريق اإلتصال ب إيشلي هايبرجر .البريد اإللكتروني  XXXوإذا كان لديكم أي استفسار ،يمكنكم االتصال بالمشرف
عن البحث بروفيسور دوريس مكدونالد على العنوان البريدي  XXXإذا كان لديكم أي استفسارات تتعلق بحقوقكم كمشاركين
في البحث يمكنكم االتصال بدائرة البحث العلمي في جامعة نورثورن إلينوي على الرقم
 .XXXأو زيارة الموقع اإللكترونيhttp://www.niu.edu/orci/human_research/index.shtml :

بيان الموافقة:

أقر بأنني قرأت المعلومات الواردة أعاله ،وقد حصلت على الرد بخصوص جميع تساؤالتي .وأعلن أنني أوافق على المشاركة
في هذه الدراسة.

توقيع
المشارك_______________________________________ التاريخ____________________________

إسم المشارك الكامل __________________________________________

باإلضافة للموافقة على المشارك في الدراسة فإنني أوافق على التسجيل الصوتي لحلقة النقاش.

إسم
الباحث____________________________________ التاريخ_______________________________

إسم الباحث بالكامل _______________________________________
سيتم اإلحتفاظ بطلب الموافقة لمدة ثالث سنوات من قبل الباحث.
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Saudi Women and Language Learning Research Project
Research Study Consent Form – Interviews [Longitudinal Study]
You are being asked to take part in a research study about Saudi women’s experiences in language
learning. Please read this form carefully and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to take part
in the study.
What the study is about: The purpose of this study is to learn about female Saudi students’ English
language learning experiences in the United States.
What we will ask you to do: If you agree to be in this study, you will participate in interviews with me. I
will conduct 2-4 interviews with you between March and June 2015 [longitudinal June 2015-December
2015]. Each interview will take approximately 90 minutes to complete. The interviews will include
questions about yourself, your background, and your education. The interviews may be held at a time and
place of your choosing. I will also ask if you are willing to submit a sample of your writing. With your
permission, I would also like to audio-record the sessions.
Risks and benefits: I do not anticipate any risks to you participating in this study other than those
encountered in day-to-day life. There are no benefits to you except for the opportunity to share your
experiences and practice your English skills.
Compensation: To thank you for your help in my research, I will give each participant who participates
in all of the interviews a $10 Starbucks gift card.
Your answers will be confidential. The records of this study will be kept private. In any sort of report I
make public, I will not include any information that will make it possible to identify you. Research
records will be kept in a private file; only I will have access to the records. I will delete the audiorecordings after I finish my project.
Taking part is voluntary: Taking part in this study is completely voluntary. You may skip any questions
that you do not want to answer. If you decide to take part, you are free to withdraw at any time. Whether
or not you participate will have no impact on your participation or grade in your classes.
If you have questions: The researcher conducting this study is Ashley Heiberger. Please ask any
questions you have now. If you have questions later, you may contact Ashley Heiberger at XXX. You
may also contact my dissertation advisor, Professor Doris Macdonald, at XXX with any concerns. If you
have any questions or concerns regarding your rights as a subject in this study, you may contact the NIU
Office of Research Compliance at XXX or access their website at
http://www.niu.edu/orci/human_research/index.shtml.

160
160
Statement of Consent: I have read the above information, and have received answers to any questions I
asked. I consent to take part in the study.
Participant Signature ___________________________________ Date____________
Participant Name (printed) ________________________________________________

In addition to agreeing to participate, I also consent to having the interviews audio-recorded.
Participant Signature ___________________________________ Date _____________
Participant Name (Printed) _______________________________________________

Signature of researcher obtaining consent _____________________Date __________
Printed name of person obtaining consent ____________________________________

This consent form will be kept by the researcher for at least three years beyond the end of the study.
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مشروع البحث :المرأة السعودية وتعلم اللغة
نموذج موافقة على المشاركة في دراسة البحث  --المشاركة في إجراء مقابالت

ندعوكم للمشاركة في دراسة بحثية عن تجارب المرأة السعودية في تعلم اللغة .يرجى منكم قراءة هذا النموذج بعناية وطرح أي
اسئلة أو إستفسار قبل الموافقة على المشاركة في البحث.

طبيعة الدراسة :الغرض من هذه الدراسة هو معرفة خبرات وتجارب المرأة السعودية في تعلم اللغة االنجليزية في الواليات
المتحدة األمريكية.

واجباتكم :إذا وافقتم المشاركه في هذه الدراسة سأقوم بإجراء من إثنين إلى أربع مقابالت معكم وذلك ما بين شهري مارس
ويونيو للعام  . 2015مدة المقابلة ستكون تسعون دقيقة .تشمل المقابالت اسئلة حول شخصيتكم والخلفية العلمية .سيتم تحديد
مكان وزمان المقابلة بناء على اختياركم .سأطلب منكم إمكانية اعطاؤنا عينة من كتاباتكم .سأطلب منكم السماح لي بالتسجيل
الصوتي للمقابلة.

المخاطر والفوائد :ال اتوقع حدوث أي مخاطر بالنسبة لمشاركتكم في هذه الدراسة أكثر من تلك التي تواجهونها في حياتكم
االعتيادية اليومية .ال توجد منافع لكم إال بإتاحة الفرصة لتبادل خبراتكم الخاصة بكم والتي تتعلق بتعلم اللغة االنجليزية .أحيطكم
علما ً بأن جميع المعلومات التي تتضمن التسجيالت الصوتية والموافقة على المشاركة ،والتي يتم جمعها خالل هذه التجربة،
ستحاط بالسرية ال تامة وذلك بالقيام بتخزينها في مكان آمن ال أحد يستطيع اإلطالع عليها .سيتم إستخدام أسماء مستعارة في
التقارير والنشر.

التعويض :سأقوم بمنحكم كرت هدية بقيمة خمس دوالرات لستار بكس عرفانا ً على مشاركتكم ومساعدتكم في إنجاز هذا البحث.

االجابات ستكون تحت السرية التامة :ستحاط سجالت هذه الدراسة بالخصوصية .لن تشمل التقارير أي معلومات من شأنها أن
تجعل من الممكن التعرف عليكم .سيتم اإلحتفاظ بسجالت البحث في ملف خاص ،وسيكون أنا الشخص الوحيد المخول باالطالع
على سجالت البحث .سيتم حذف التسجيالت السمعية بعد اإلنتهاء من الدراسة.

مشاركتكم في الدراسة عمل تطوعي بحت :المشاركة في الدراسة هو طوعي تماماً .يمكنكم االنسحاب من المشاركة في الدراسة
حتى إذا وافقتم على المشاركة فيها .المشاركة في الدراسة لن تؤثر على مشاركتك وال على الدرجات في الفصل.
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إذا كان لديكم اسئلة :اسم الباحثة :إيشلي هايبرجر .الرجاء طرح أي سؤال لديكم اآلن .أيضا ً تستطيع طرح أي سؤال الحقا ً
وذلك عن طريق االتصال ب إيشلي هايبرجر على البريد اإللكتروني  XXX؛ إذا كان لديكم أي استفسار تستطيع أيضا ً
االتصال بالمشرف عن البحث بروفيسور دوريس مكدونالد على العنوان البريدي  XXX؛ إذا كان لديكم أي استفسارات تتعلق
بحقوقكم كمشاركين في البحث يمكنكم االتصال بدائرة البحث العلمي في جامعة نورثورن إلينوي على الرقم
 XXX.أو زيارة الموقع اإللكترونيhttp://www.niu.edu/orci/human_research/index.shtml :

بيان الموافقة:

أقر بأنني قرأت المعلومات الواردة أعاله ،وقد حصلت على الرد بخصوص جميع تساؤالتي .أعلن أنني أوافق على المشاركة
في هذه الدراسة.

توقيع
المشارك_______________________________________

التاريخ__________________________

إسم المشارك الكامل __________________________________________

باإلضافة للموافقة على المشارك في الدراسة فإنني أوافق على التسجيل الصوتي للمقابلة

إسم
الباحث____________________________________ التاريخ_______________________________

إسم الباحث بالكامل _______________________________________
سيتم اإلحتفاظ بطلب الموافقة لمدة ثالث سنوات من قبل الباحث.
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APPENDIX B
Focus Group Questionnaire
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Focus Group Questionnaire
The following questions will guide the focus group conversations.

1. Before you came to the U.S., what did you expect your studies to be like here?
2. What were you surprised about?
3. What are your favorite ways of learning English?
4. What are the challenges of studying English?
5. How do you balance studying English with other tasks in your life?
6. Do you have any interesting or funny stories to tell about learning English?
7. Do you have any other information about learning English that you would like to share?
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APPENDIX C
Transcript Samples
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Transcript Samples
Focus Group Session Transcript Sample

Ashley:

What are your favorite ways of learning English?

Reem:

Listening

Aseel:

Watch movies

Ashley:

And are those things you like to do in class or on your own?

Nora:

Actually in class. I think schools should make one hours for listening
because I think it’s important.

Aseel:

And class just talk, no writing, no writing, no. Yea just practice to talk
with other people.

Ashley:

You like to just talk in class. With partners?

Aseel:

Yea. Yea. My husband say said me go to your neighbor. Talk with her
because American woman. But [laughter] I didn’t have enough time to go
to her.

Interview/Longitudinal Study Session Transcript Samples

Ashley:

Now, when you’re in class and the teacher asks a question to the class, is it
easy or difficult to think of an answer to the teacher’s question?

Maryam:

Easy.

Ashley:

Easy?

Maryam:

Yea.

Ashley:

When you have that answer in your mind, is it easy or difficult to say it
out loud to the teacher?

Maryam:

Ahh! [laughter] Sometime, it’s difficult.

Ashley:

How come it’s difficult?
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Maryam:

Because I don’t have many vocabulary.

Ashley:

You have it in your head already—are you thinking it in Arabic?

Maryam:
Ashley.

Yea.
Okay, and so you’re worried about having the right vocabulary in English
to say it out loud?

Maryam:

Yea, it’s so difficult.

-------Ashley:

Let’s say I was about to start teaching a class and the students were all
Saudi women, and I said, Reem, can you give me some advice? What
should I do to help my students?

Reem:

Ask the women. Sometimes the women, [they] not want to talk with men.
Some women in Saudi Arabia. Because very shy, yea. You sometimes ask
[them] if you want to work with another—no problem, yes, I want to—just
like that. Just that.

-------Ashley:

How would you compare this language learning experience to other
language learning experiences that you’ve had? . . . Did you learn any
English when you were in Saudi Arabia?

Nora:

It was British. Some words different. For example, apartment--we always
called apartment a flat. Elevator, lift. Like this. Some words, when I wrote
“colour” it’s different with “u” and “o”.

Ashley:

So some of the vocabulary and the spelling. . . ?

Nora:

Yea.

Ashley:

Okay. What about the ways that you learned? Did you do different
activities or desk arrangements or the ways that you worked together?

Nora:

Yea, it’s same activity. But more speaking.

Ashley:

More speaking here or back. . .?

Nora.

There.

Ashley:

In Saudi Arabia, you did more speaking?
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Nora:

Yea. No grammar. Just speaking. When I speak, if I make wrong, yea, my
teacher says stop there. . . blah blah blah blah.

Ashley:

In Saudi Arabia, you did a lot of speaking and the teacher would stop you
if you were wrong?

Nora:

Yea, because in Saudi Arabia, more they were same IEP, but it’s different.
. . . It was very, very, very great. Yea. I study there just one month. Then I
come here.

Ashley:

You had one month of English learning in Saudi Arabia and then you
came here?

Nora:

Yea, yea, yea. Except my study when I was in high school and middle
school. Also elementary school. [laughter]

Ashley:

You did English there too?

Nora:

Yea, but not same with Academy or other academy.

Ashley:

It wasn’t as intense?

Nora:

Yea, just one hour a day.

Ashley:

One hour a day—like a class?

Nora:

Yea.

Ashley:

What was English like in that class—one hour a day?

Nora:

Not perfect but it’s good.

Ashley:

Did you have a textbook?

Nora:

Yea, sure. And also activity. Practice piece of paper.

Ashley:

Did you enjoy it?

Nora:

Yea. It was the best class.

--------
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Ashley:

So you think you and your husband have the same experience?

Aseel:

Yea, yea. But if he get, get like master and [Ph.D. degrees], okay I can get
master and same you.

Ashley:

You can do the same? Do you want to do that?

Aseel:

Yea, I hope that. I’ll try. I will try. Just master. [Laughter]

Ashley:

Just master?

Aseel:

I will try.

Ashley:

Do you want to have a career when you’re done with school? Do you
want to work at a job, or do you want to work at home . . . focus on being
a mother?

Aseel:

I hope that. My husband, yea, because my husband said me, “If you
should learn more and get master because when we go back home you can
get easy job.”

Ashley:

You can get an easy job or you can easily get a job?

Aseel:

Easily get a job, yea. Because my certificate it has great more different
when I study in Saudi Arabia.

Ashley:

Okay, and what kind of job might you want?

Aseel:

Like teach.

Ashley:

What would you want to teach?

Aseel:

I don’t know maybe . . . like English . . . but not higher.

Ashley:

Okay. To children or adults?

Aseel:

Children. I hope children, yea.

-------Ashley:

When you’re doing homework, are you doing it here at your house?

Yara:

Yea, in house.

Ashley:

And you do it by yourself?

Yara:

Yea, self. By myself, just myself.

Ashley:

Just yourself.
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Yara:

But when I tell my husband [to help me] in work homework, he say, “No.
This work, homework, you.”

Ashley:

So you ask him for help sometimes?

Yara:

My husband—yea. But when I want my husband work my homework, he
say, “No. This work yours.”

Ashley:

He says, “No. it’s your work.”

Yara:

That’s good because he want develop my language. . . . But when I ask
what’s the meaning, [then he will] help me. And when I not understand
grammar, help me. But homework, no. That’s homework “you.”

